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ABSTRACT 
Young adult literature has been a subject of contention for educators, adolescent 
psychologists, and critics for decades. Although some commentators maintain that young 
adult literature can be educationally and developmentally beneficial for adolescent 
readers, others argue that it often contains negative and potentially harmful messages that 
could influence its readers during a time when they are most vulnerable. Despite the 
claims on both sides, little substantive research exists on how older adolescent girls, the 
intended audience for these books, respond to the texts. This qualitative study examined 
three popular works of young adult literature to identify the overlapping messages they 
have regarding the depiction of adolescent females. Five adolescent girls, ages 14-17, 
read the books and met with the researcher in a series of one-on-one interviews to discuss 
their responses to the books, specifically the depiction of female characters. The 
participants also completed journal entries on the books and surveys on their reading 
habits and responses to the specific characters from the books in the study. The findings 
indicate these participants interpreted the books in distinctive ways based on their 
experiences and in keeping with prior research on adolescent development and reader 
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response. The participants also took a critical approach to the books to find parallels to 
their own lives. 
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Chapter One: The Promise and Problems of Young Adult Literature 
Since the concept of adolescence was first introduced in the late 1800s or early 
1900s, the handful of years it encompasses have become recognized as "an intense time 
of change [when] all kinds of development-physical, emotional, intellectual, academic, 
social, and spiritual-are happening at once" (Pipher, 1994, p.72). Given this 
characterization, it is unsurprising that adolescence and adolescent culture have received 
a great deal of attention in the popular media and in academic journals and books. 
Specifically, much of this consideration has been devoted to the development of girls, 
who, according to researchers and psychologists, can experience a heightened sense of 
crisis during this time (Brown & Gilligan, 1994; Gilligan, 1993; Pipher, 1994). As a 
result, popular teen television programs, magazines, music, and advertisements have been 
subject to close examination, with books and studies noting connections between media 
exposure and potentially harmful behaviors such as early sexual activity and extreme 
weight-consciousness (Brown & L'Engle, 2009; Chandra et al., 2009; Steele, 1999). 
The Case for and Against Young Adult Literature 
Included in this scrutiny is young adult literature (Y AL). Although popular YAL 
does not often receive the same amount of attention as other popular media, such as 
magazines and television, a long-standing debate exists regarding the books' potential 
benefits and disadvantages for adolescent readers (Brown & St. Clair, 2002; Trites, 2000; 
Walkerdine, 1984 ). Some educators and education theorists make the argument that Y AL 
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can be a valuable and enriching tool for classroom use, particularly as a means of helping 
students to understand literature from the classical canon taught in most schools 
(Applebee, 1989; Herz & Gallo, 1996). These educators view adolescent literature as a 
means of improving reading comprehension and combating aliteracy, which is "the lack 
of desire to read" (Noyes, 2000, p.313). Unlike illiterates, who lack the ability to read, 
aliterates "are people who can read but do not" (Baroody, 1982, p.ix). Some educators go 
so far as to contend that aliteracy may be a "more dangerous problem [than illiteracy] 
because ... [it] reflects a change in cultural values and a loss of skills" (p.ix) . 
Teacher reflections and reader autobiographies suggest aliteracy stems from 
forcing students "during their teenage years to read literary works that most of them 
dislike so much that they have no desire whatsoever to continue those experiences into 
adulthood" (Gallo, 2001, p.34). To prevent this unintended consequence, educators and 
theorists advise that Y AL can "develop students' critical appreciation of literature" 
(Soter, 1999, p.2), provide a perceptible mirror for their lives and experiences, and serve 
as a means of helping students improve in reading comprehension (Herz & Gallo, 1996; 
Manseau & Salvner, 1992; Nilsen & Donelson, 2001; Soter, 1999). The session offerings 
at the National Council of Teachers of English 2009 Annual Convention that featured 
numerous presentations on how to use the popular YAL book Twilight (Meyer, 2005) in 
the classroom illustrate the continued popularity of this idea among some English 
teachers. 
An additional argument for the worth of Y AL does not rely solely on using it in 
the classroom. Rather, some evaluators contend that many modern works of adolescent 
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literature have "enthralled its young readers while also providing powerful role models 
for them" (Brown & St. Clair, 2002, p.25). Brown and St. Clair maintain that the influx 
of empowered heroines is an important shift because many earlier works "constructed 
[the] female role as mandating submission, conformity, and passivity in a world that 
posited marriage (and, by implication, motherhood) as her fixed destination" (pp.l-2), 
which "served to teach girls their 'place,' portraying them as focused on relationships 
with family or friends, involved with romantic or school affairs rather than pursuing 
adventures of ambitions" (p.2). Hubler's (1998) article "Can Anne Shirley Help 'Revive 
Ophelia'?" echoes the sentiment that Y AL can be liberating for adolescent girls, but her 
argument is distinct from that of Brown and St. Clair's in that she posits that the role 
models presented in the books are not as important as the readers' reactions to and 
reflections on the text. Rather than focusing on just empowered heroines, Hubler asked a 
small sample of girls about their favorite books, which included books that do not feature 
the independent female protagonists celebrated by Brown and St. Clair. Nevertheless, 
Hubler's interviews with these girls led her to the conclusion that "the books that the girls 
described as their favorites seemed to allow them the ability to consciously reflect upon 
the process of gender-role socialization as it impacts upon them" (p.281). Consequently, 
she asserted that Y AL can offer adolescent girls a means of coming to terms with their 
emerging identities. 
The belief that Y AL might benefit its readers is not shared by everyone. Some 
critics maintain that even in the best-case scenario, "the stuff of adolescent literature, for 
the most part, is mealy-mouthed, gutless, and pointless" (Jennings, 1956, p.526), a 
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diversion that is analogous to junk food in that it carries very little intellectual nutrition or 
worth (Adams, 1965; Jennings, 1956). Far more damning are the charges that YAL poses 
a threat to adolescents during a time when they are particularly susceptible to outside 
influences as they search for their own sense of identity and work towards becoming 
"whole people in their own right" (Erikson, 1968, p.87). Rather than serving as a benign 
or inert presence, these critics argue that Y AL encourages subversive ideas and reinforces 
negative stereotypes and social expectations (Christian-Smith, 1987; Glenn, 2008; Trites, 
2000). 
The first notable criticism often levied against Y AL is the perceived 
encouragement of subversive ideas. Despite the call for more realistic works, many 
special interest groups take umbrage at books that portray teenagers in a realistic light. 
The Catcher in the Rye (Salinger, 1991) continues to have a cult-like following among 
adolescents (Trott&Fann, 2011), yet it "has long ignited disapproval, and it was most the 
most frequently banned book in schools between 1966 and 1975" (Karolides, Bald, 
&Sova, 2005, p.436) due to charges that it promotes profanity, sexual promiscuity, and 
debauchery (Karolides et al., 2005). Censors also contest other young adult books such as 
Go Ask Alice (Anonymous, 2005) and Forever (Blume, 2007) for, presumably, 
encouraging rebellious behavior such as drug use and sexual intercourse outside of 
marriage (Karolides et al., 2005). 
The second major criticism of Y AL involves the reinforcement of traditional roles 
and stereotypes, particularly in regards to women. Even works such as Little Women 
(Alcott, 2004) and the Nancy Drew series by Carolyn Keene, which some applaud as 
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presenting a progressive view of women and adolescents, have been disparaged as being 
conservative and sexist. When comparing Nancy Drew to Dixon's Hardy Boys series, 
one critic asserts that Nancy, unlike Frank and Joe Hardy, "often depended on her father 
for help, showing surprisingly little confidence and pride" (O'Keefe, 2000, p.99). Other 
critics cite the series' offensive characterization of women in general and of minority 
characters. Modern works of YAL often undergo the same scrutiny. A recent criticism 
leveled against several recent book series, most notably the Gossip Girl books by von 
Ziegesar (2003), is the portrayal of women as consumers (Johnson, 2007; Wolf, 2006). 
The trend of glorifying consumption and equating material possessions with popularity 
and happiness is not exclusive to present-day Y AL (Christian-Smith, 1990; Stoneley, 
2003), but it has reached new heights with the conspicuous use of brand names in books 
like Gossip Girl, which not only exposes readers "to a brand name every 1.15 pages" 
(Johnson, 2006, p.16), but also draws significant parallels between designer brands and 
prices and acceptability. 
Gaps in the Literature and the Need for Further Research 
Despite the attention that adolescent fiction has received from various sources, a 
notable gap in the literature exists. Although publications like The Journal of Adolescent 
and Adult Literacy and NCTE'sEnglish Journal have featured articles on using young 
adult literature in the classroom, the majority of these pieces offers anecdotal evidence 
and focus primarily on the teacher's perspective. The available research (Broughton, 
1998; Cherland, 1994; Christian-Smith, 1990; Finders, 1997) that centers on the reader, 
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rather than the teacher or the text, tends to focus on the effects of reading on girls in early 
adolescence because it is a transitional period that, according to the American 
Association of University Women (1992), is "a particularly difficult time for girls" 
(p.11), during which girls "report significant declines in [their] self-esteem and self-
confidence" (pp.ll-12). However, few studies look exclusively at the recreational 
reading practices of older adolescent girls, specifically those in the age range of 15-17. 
For example, Blackford's (2004) work includes the responses of older adolescents, but 
her participants' ages ranged from eight to 16 and the study included assigned books for 
school. 
This lack of substantial research on older adolescent girls and their recreational 
reading presents a problem because "while adolescence is only a small chronological part 
of the normal life span ... it is enormous in developmental terms and in the breadth of 
interests, sophistication, emotional capacities, and cognitive abilities which separate its 
youngest and oldest member" (Cart, 1996, pp.7-8). Even though older adolescent girls are 
subject to the various problems faced by their younger counterparts, Cart's analysis 
suggests that their reading choices and cognitive abilities separate them from girls in 
early adolescence. Furthermore, while it was undoubtedly true in the 1980s and early 
1990s that most of the readers of Y AL were "girls ages 9-15" (Christian-Smith, 1990, 
p.151), adolescent literature' s increasing sophistication, shifting focus, and growing 
readership (Goodnow, 2007) imply the need for new research that focuses on a 
significantly larger number of older readers looking at a variety of texts. 
Finally, many of the books and articles condemning (Crew, 2000; Lamb & 
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Brown, 2006; Mclnally, 2008; O'Keefe, 2000; Trites, 1997, 2000) or supporting (Brown 
& Clair, 2002; Herz & Gallo, 1996; Manseau & Salvner, 1992; Nilsen & Donelson, 
2001) YAL use literary and thematic analysis of the books to support their arguments. 
While the critical analysis of literature does make a number of compelling and persuasive 
points, it does not offer any insight into whether adolescent readers, who do not have the 
sophisticated understanding nor the breadth of knowledge literary critics and experts 
possess, actually intuit these messages and ideas through their reading. Consequently, 
research that relies on student-generated feedback was needed in order to identify what 
messages adolescents discern from their recreational reading. 
Research Questions 
This study focused on answering the following questions: 
1. How do girls in older adolescence (ages 15- 17) describe, respond to, and 
interact with the portrayals of femininity in popular Y AL marketed 
specifically towards teenage girls? 
2. How do older adolescent girls participating in this study discuss and 
understand the input of the books on the concept of what it means to be 
female? 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
Adolescent Development & the Construction of Identity 
Erikson's theories.Adolescence takes up a relatively brief period in a person' s 
life, but it is a time fraught with physical, sexual, and emotional changes and it has 
become "almost a way of life between childhood and adulthood" (Erikson, 1968, p.128). 
Not only do adolescents undergo puberty, during which "the body is transformed from 
the physical appearance of a child to that of an adult" (Dubas& Petersen, 1993, p.3), but 
they must also contend with the emotional upheaval that these changes bring. In addition 
to this physical development, "the transition from childhood and adolescence to 
adulthood [includes] the development of personal identity, psychological autonomy and 
self-regulation," as adolescents attempt "to link personal temporal transition to general 
cultural images and to cosmic rhythms" (Eisenstadt, 1995, p.74). This ongoing 
development of an adolescent's sense of self, during which young people "become whole 
people in their own right" (Erikson, 1968, p.87), is often the utmost concern for 
adolescent psychologists, teachers, and parents. This development involves not only 
understanding oneself but includes "a unity of personal and cultural identity" (p.20, 
emphasis in the original). 
Erikson's (1968) theory of the individual's development provides the framework 
for this view of identity. According to this theory, development is ongoing throughout an 
individual's life cycle, which consists of a number of "conflicts, inner and outer, which 
the vital personality weathers, re-emerging from each crisis with an increased sense of 
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inner unity, with an increase of good judgment and to the standards of those who are 
significant to him" (p.92). Erikson's stages places adolescents within the conflict of 
identity versus role diffusion, during which the ego identity becomes "the accrued 
confidence that the inner sameness and continuity are matched by the sameness and 
continuity of one's meaning for others" (Erikson, 1950, p.228). The conflict comes from 
the possibility of role diffusion, where individuals suffer from "the inability to settle on 
an occupational identity" (p.228). This can lead them to "temporarily overidentify, to the 
point of apparent complete loss of identity, with the heroes of cliques and crowds" 
(p.228). 
In addition to this inner conflict, older adolescents must also contend with the 
conflict of intimacy versus isolation. Unlike identity versus role diffusion, which focuses 
primarily on the individual's own sense of self, intimacy versus isolation speaks to the 
individual's relationships to others. Beyond romantic intimacy, this stage addresses "the 
capacity to develop a true and mutual psychosocial intimacy with another person, be it in 
friendship ... or in joint inspiration" (Erikson, 1968, p.135). In order to get to achieve this 
intimacy, the individual must have a developed sense of self. 
Erikson's (1968) definition of identity echoes the sentiments of many 
psychologists. Although identity "refers to having a clearly delineated self-definition, a 
self-definition comprised of those goals, values, and belief which the person finds 
personally expressive, and to which he or she is unequivocally committed" (Waterman, 
1985, p.6), it goes beyond self-understanding. It relies on not only the familiarity of 
oneself but also the comprehension of how one fits into the surrounding culture and 
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society. Consequently, Erikson ( 1968) contends that identity development begins 
"somewhere in the first true 'meeting' of mother and baby as two persons who can touch 
and recognize each other, and its does not 'end' until a man's power of mutual 
affirmation wanes" (p.23). Despite this ongoing and lifelong search for identity, the 
liminal period of adolescence, during which individuals are no longer completely 
dependent upon their parents but are also not fully independent from adults, allows for 
identity development to reach a crisis stage (Miller, 2003). Before entering adolescence, 
children depend on their parents for an understanding of their identity as well as for 
sustenance. However, "as the frontal lobe of the brain organizes during the preteen and 
early teenage years ... [children] begin to question" (Sprague & Keeling, 2007, p.24) 
parents' pronouncements and look to other sources of information and values, such as 
peers and the media, when reflecting on themselves. During this time, adolescents might 
rebel and isolate themselves from their parents due to a desire "to be reborn, with and by 
those whom [they choose] as [their] new ancestors and [their] genuine contemporaries" 
(Erikson, 1968, p.246). Although some psychologists, including Erikson, argue that this 
shift in perception and the increased importance of factors outside the immediate family 
are natural because "identity depends not simply on identifying with others but on being 
confirmed and recognized by others as a particular individual in a particular universe" 
(Chodorow, 1999, p.229), this rationale has not quelled anxiety about the power of 
outside forces, such as the media, on adolescents' formation. 
Due to the dual-nature of identity as being a definition of self and an 
understanding of how that self fits into society, a number of factors make this quest for 
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identity a complicated and often perplexing one for both adolescents and their families. In 
the search for self, adolescents not only consider their changing roles in their family and 
in society, but also search "for something and somebody to be true to" (Erikson, 1968, 
p.235). Erikson goes on to argue that this search "may include not only rebellious but 
also deviant, delinquent, and self-destructive tendencies" (p.236). He also notes that this 
extreme sort of behavior should be expected and even welcomed, because it allows 
adolescents "to test the rock-bottom of some truth before committing the powers of body 
and mind to a segment of the existing (or a coming) order" (p.236). In other words, in 
order to develop a sense of allegiance to some worthwhile belief system, adolescents 
must experiment with deviant behaviors so that they can reject them and form a 
connection with more socially accepted ideas. Although Erikson illustrates his point with 
the example of Hamlet, noting that the character "succeeds in actualizing only what we 
would call his negative identity and in becoming exactly what his own ethical sense could 
not tolerate: a mad revenger" (p.240), adolescents' tendencies to rebel against societal 
expectations in minor (staying out past curfew) and major (indulging in drug use) ways 
before maturing speak to this theory. 
In addition to examining adolescents' inclination to test familial ties and defy 
social norms, adults have also expressed concern with teenagers' susceptibility to outside 
influences that might sway them towards damaging conceptions of acceptable values and 
behaviors. Despite the difficulties of identifying the factors that influence ideals, several 
studies have attempted to determine what might cause adolescents to accept certain 
depictions as reality and reject others as being unlikely. Elliott and Slater's (1980) study 
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of teenagers' perceived reality of a number of television programs indicates that exposure 
to a particular program correlated to the participants' perception of the program as being 
realistic. Furthermore, while they acknowledge the difficulty of determining a conclusive 
relationship between experience and perceptions of reality, the researchers state that 
"direct experience acts as a modifier" (p.6) of the relationship. During the study, 
adolescents with positive law enforcement experience deemed the crime dramas watched 
for the study to be less realistic. Although Elliott and Slater could not identify a definite 
relationship between experience and perceptions of reality, their research indicates that 
such a relationship does exist and that exposure and experience help determine teenagers' 
perceptions of reality within a fictional world. 
Beyond Erikson: Adolescent development for teenage girls. However, despite 
this reasoning, some theorists, philosophers, and researchers see society's presence and 
expectations as being more harmful and less benign than Erikson (Blaustein, 2003; 
Chodorow, 1999; Pipher, 1992), especially in relation to the effects on adolescent girls. 
Rather than providing a standard that adolescents can rebel against and find a measure of 
independence, societal expectations and pressures are seen by these researchers as 
influencing and ultimately undermining adolescents' attempts at forming their identity. 
This is particularly true for adolescent girls, who must deal with the fact that they "have 
to contend with and negotiate two contradictory public discourses-one of femininity and 
one of adolescence" (Blaustein, 2003, p.210). Femininity is at odds with Erikson's 
construct of adolescence as a time of exploration; although adolescence demands that 
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individuals defy society to forge an identity, the traditional conception of femininity is 
characterized by "passivity toward men and inferiority" (Chodorow, 1999, p.157). 
According to Carol Gilligan (1993), "The secrets of the female adolescent pertain to the 
silencing of her own voice, a silencing enforced by the wish not to hurt others but also by 
the fear that, in speaking, her voice will not be heard" (p.51 ). As a result of facing these 
societal norms without any outlets or accepted means of coping: 
Girls become "female impersonators" who fit their whole selves in small crowded 
spaces. Vibrant, confident girls become shy, doubting young women. Girls stop 
thinking, "Who am I? What do I want?" and start thinking, "What must I do to 
please others?" (Pipher, 1994, p.22) 
Consequently, rather than finding independence from rebelling, adolescent girls tend to 
submit to expectations and conform to fit the standards presented by society. 
Brown and Gilligan's (1992) work explores the adolescent female's tendency 
towards passivity and conformity. Their longitudinal study indicates the change in girls 
as they go from childhood to adolescence. Besides finding that even the most confident 
and outspoken girls have problems speaking truthfully about their feelings, they also 
report on how the girls' discourse changes when speaking about conflict between two 
entities. Rather than considering the discomfort of the individuals involved in the 
conflict, the adolescent girls' "sole concern [is] for niceness and neighborliness as 
prerequisites for friendship" (p.58). This emphasis on being nice ties into their 
participants' identification of the prototypical "perfect girl," who 
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Has no bad thoughts or feelings, the kind of person everyone wants to be with, the 
girl who, in her perfection, is worthy of praise and attention, worthy of inclusion 
and love .... The girl who speaks quietly, calmly, who is always nice and kind, 
never mean or bossy. (p.59) 
Although the participants report mixed feelings about this "perfect girl" standard, "the 
temptation to be perfect, to be always there for others, to always smile, to always do the 
right thing, is irresistible" (pp.l96-197). This stereotype, which popular culture and 
society often reinforce, not only leads girls to subjugate their real selves in the name of 
being agreeable and passive but can also lead to physically harmful behaviors, such as 
eating disorders, in order to become the idealized "perfect girl." 
Related to society's tacit double standards regarding rebellion in boys versus 
rebellion in girls is the assertion by researchers in adolescent female development that 
girls might have a different process regarding identity and intimacy. Although males 
might experience Erikson's (1968) cycle as discrete stages because "separation and 
individuation are critically tied to gender identity since separation from the mother is 
essential for the development of masculinity" (Gilligan, 1993, p.8), females might not 
experience the stages exclusive of each other. For females, "issues of femininity or 
feminine identity do not depend on the achievement of separation from the mother or on 
the process of individuation" (p.8). Additionally, besides needing to retain her connection 
to her mother or other female adults in order to form her female identity, Gilligan claims 
the adolescent girl sees "a world comprised of relationships rather than of people 
standing alone, a world that coheres through human connection rather than through 
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systems of rules" (p.29). This assertion has support in a study by Brown and Gilligan 
(1992), which found that the participants who maintained "their strong voices 
[throughout adolescence] direct[ed] our attention to their mothers" (p.225). A report by 
Debold, Brown, Weseen, and Brookins (1999) indicates that, despite "culturally driven 
expectations of adolescent separation" (p.l91 ), strong relationships between mothers and 
daughters can help daughters navigate the often-turbulent path through adolescence. 
Furthermore, the researchers point to Apter's finding that "for girls ... struggles in [mother-
daughter] relationships were about fighting for a new way of relating, not a moving away. 
Apter found that girls wanted to be engaged in vibrant, searching, and challenging 
relationships ... but that mothers too often withdrew, teaching their daughters to back down 
in the face of challenges or conflict" (pp.191-192). 
Research also indicates the importance of keeping the father-daughter ties strong 
throughout adolescence. Just as having a close relationship with their mothers allows 
them to "learn about being female in the world from women" (Debold et al., 1999, 
p.195), girls "often learn about the power relationships between the sexes from the men 
in their lives" (p.195). Furthermore, research indicates that adolescent girls desire to have 
close relationships with their fathers, even if they view their fathers as being distant and 
uncommunicative. To complement her research on mothers' relationships with teenage 
daughters, Apter (1993) studied the closeness between adolescent girls and their fathers. 
While the girls view their fathers as being less intuitive and supportive than their 
mothers, they also seek to be close to their fathers despite the perceived indifference in 
the fathers' responses to their problems (p.183). In contrast to their interactions with their 
15 
mothers, which often involve conversations, teenage girls often opt "not to talk to fathers 
because the results are so unsatisfactory" (p.175). As a result of this, adolescent daughters 
"seek other scales of measuring intimacy in order to remain close to a father" (p.l75). 
This is helped by the fathers' tendencies to use their daughters' adolescence to find new 
activities to do together, and the "daughters appear to be highly response to this new 
interest" (p.175). 
Despite the fact that fathers and daughters do not share the same level of 
communication the girls enjoy with their mothers, daughters reportedly understand "the 
value of connection with the father" (Apter, 1993, p.187). However, Apter also notes that 
the burden of bridging the gap in the relationship often falls on the daughters' shoulders. 
Although adolescent girls place a premium on conversation and communication, they 
accept their fathers' lack of sensitivity and intuition by participating in and valuing the 
activities the fathers choose, which is a form of "connection on the [fathers'] terms" 
(p.187). 
Apter's (1993) findings coincide with an earlier study by Youniss and Smollar 
( 1985). After examining the relationships between adolescent girls and their parents, they 
report that adolescent girls "were far less likely ... to select their fathers as persons they 
would be most likely to talk to" (p.88) about topics ranging from career goals to fears 
about life. Additionally, both studies note that the daughters' views of their relationships 
with their fathers improved as the daughters grew older. Youniss and Smollar recount 
that older daughters "talk more with their fathers and feel that their fathers interact more 
personally with them, than 15-year-olds do" (p.89), while Apter's (1993) interviews 
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showed that "in retrospect [women] saw their fathers as having played an important part 
in their adolescent development" (p.165). 
Familial and parental bonds are just part of the vast network of relationships 
important to adolescent girls. Friendship with their peers, particularly other girls, plays a 
significant role in their development, and research shows the influence that positive 
adolescent friendships can have on social and emotional development (Asher &Hymel, 
1986; Laursen, 1993; Shulman, 1993). Additionally, as Doll (1996) reports, adolescents 
who have a hard time forming friendships are more likely to face difficulties as adults. 
Friendship is especially important to adolescent girls, who rate their same-sex friendships 
as one of the more supportive types of relationships in their lives (Furman &Buhrmester, 
1985). 
Despite their thirst for same-sex friendships, relationships among adolescent girls 
are not without complications. Perhaps the most alarming is the penchant for girls to view 
their peers as "other girls," especially when talking "about social and sexual relations" 
(Thompson, 1994, p.228). This opinion places girls in opposition to each other and 
denigrates the "other" as being extreme: 
Good girls treat other girls as bad; bad girls derogate girls who have a different 
vice or more stigmatized identity: drugs instead of sex, lesbianism instead of 
promiscuity, bisexuality instead of lesbianism. Or, other girls are traitors to their 
gender-two-faces and backstabbers. You have to keep your eye on them all the 
time. Even those who embrace sexual freedom often take a righteous and divisive 
line. (Thompson, 1994, p.228) 
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Although this seems like an extreme stance, Thompson notes that "a significant minority 
of the four hundred girls [she] interviewed .. . posited all girls are 'other"' (pp.228-229). 
Consequently, this adversarial view is not held among a few disgruntled teenagers nor is 
it relegated to a few girls who are viewed as acting outside of societal expectations. This 
antagonistic stance not only puts these girls at risk for the deleterious and long-term 
effects that Doll ( 1996) identifies, it also goes against the inherent nature of females to 
focus on and recognize the importance of relationships (Gilligan, 1993). 
In addition to taking an openly adversarial view of their peers, adolescent girls 
also view girls they consider their friends with a concerned or critical eye. Their 
awareness from pre- and early adolescence "that people can think one thing and say 
another" leads them to "wonder who is genuine, whose motives are honest" (Brown & 
Gilligan, 1992, p.1 02). These feelings of distrust towards others whom female 
adolescents considers their friends can lead them to find their "relationship world 
treacherous and opaque, and [they become] frightened of what [they] might feel and 
think" (p.122). This lack of clarity and sense of confusion might isolate girls at the time 
they need the support of a strong network of friends. Because of the difficulties in 
discerning the thoughts, feelings, and intentions of their peers, they opt to obscure or 
suppress their true thoughts and feelings. Instead, they stay "safely 'in between,' afraid to 
get too close to what [they are] feeling and thinking, unsure whether [they want] to move 
further into relationships, which [they know] can be difficult or duplicitous, or to move 
away from everyone" (p.122). 
Besides leading girls to become less vocal and more passive, this sense of distrust 
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can also cause them to take an aggressive stance towards each other. While this 
aggression can become physical, much of the research on adolescent girls and aggressive 
behavior focuses on psychological forms of aggression. Rather than direct aggressive 
behavior, such as fighting, hostility among adolescent girls often takes a more indirect 
and, some would argue, more insidious form. This behavior usually involves some sort of 
social or relational aspect, such as intimidation as well as inclusion (or exclusion) from a 
clique or group (Merten, 1997). Although this seems to go against the importance 
adolescent females place on friendships, the rise of the mean girl does not necessarily 
contradict the teen girl's desire to form close bonds. Instead, both phenomena suggest the 
adolescent female's concern to be popular and accepted. Research indicates that taking an 
aggressive attitude towards others might stem from the intimacy and emotion found in 
girls' friendships (Lagerspetz et al., 1988) and the exclusivity of female networks (Galen 
& Underwood, 1997). The strong bonds adolescent girls often form with each other can 
result in a heightened sense of possessiveness among friends. Consequently, girls who are 
close might resent other girls who they perceive as encroaching on their friendship. As a 
result, they might resort to mean girl tactics in an attempt to preserve the intimacy and 
exclusivity of their relationship. Additionally, teenage girls might resort to indirect 
antagonism, such as gossiping, because of their desire to be part of a group (Crothers, 
Field, &Kolbert, 2005; Richardson & Greene, 2006) or their desire to secure popularity 
(Merten, 1997). 
Feeding into this trend is its popularity in the mainstream media. The concept and 
depiction of female aggression has become a mainstay in popular culture. While Mean 
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Girls, a 2004 teen comedy about the travails and pretenses of female friendship, provides 
the most obvious example, numerous other examples, ranging from Heathers to Bring It 
On to Lizzie McGuire, exist and are so popular that the mean girl stereotype "assumes the 
status of a character trait of females" (Feshbach, 2005, p.161). 
In addition to parental and platonic bonds, adolescent girls are also starting to 
develop conceptions of romantic relationships. As noted in Erikson (1950), as 
adolescents leave the conflict of identity versus role diffusion, they become embroiled in 
the struggle between intimacy and isolation. Although intimacy can include platonic 
relationships, much of Erikson's focus within this stage is on "genital love" (p.229, 
emphasis in the original). His focus in this stage rests on sexual intercourse, specifically 
the "mutuality of orgasm" (p.230), as a key component for a young adult who is looking 
for a meaningful relationship with a loved and trusted partner who will share in the 
person's life. While the research on adolescent females similarly points towards the 
desire for a romantic partner, it also provides a more nuanced and specific examination of 
how young women begin to conceive the role of romance. The widely-held belief 
regarding adolescent females' sexuality is that "girls don't want sex; what they really 
want is love" (Tolman, 2000, p.70). Tolman and other researchers have worked to 
combat this stereotype, which undermines female sexuality, places girls in the role of 
passive recipient of sexual attention rather than the instigator, and reduces them "to their 
sexual and reproductive parts" (p.70). Although studies indicate that adolescent girls 
know "that sexual desire [is] something that adolescent girls [can] and [do] experience" 
(Tolman, 1994, p.254), the results also indicate that girls do not merely act out of sexual 
20 
desire. In keeping with the findings of Brown and Gilligan ( 1992) regarding the 
importance of strong female relationships to the adolescent girl, research suggests that 
teenage girls view romance as "life not just in a fair contract between freely consenting 
partners, but also in the caring between the partners" (Bollerud, Christopherson, & Frank, 
1990, p.282). This also mirrors the outcome of a study on the conceptions of romance in 
adolescents by Feiring (1996). Feiring's results indicate "that girls are more likely to 
mention intimacy and support when describing romantic relationships. This suggests 
some degree of continuity in girls' perceptions of the importance of intimacy and support 
for close relationships with the same and other sex" (p.195) 
Teenage girls place a premium on the importance of relationships. While this can 
help them maintain a robust support system to help face the challenges of adolescence, 
this tendency to view relationships as central might also have deleterious effects. As 
noted earlier, adolescent girls have the unique burden of societal expectations for being 
passive and obedient. When added to the desire to not voice dissention or cause 
acrimony, adolescent girls fall into silence. Brown and Gilligan (1992) state: 
Even as [the girls] became more sophisticated cognitively and emotionally, young 
girls who had been outspoken and courageous in both an ordinary and a heroic 
sense became increasingly reluctant to say what they were feeling and thinking or 
to speak from their own experience about what they knew. Honesty in 
relationships began to seem "stupid"-it was called "selfish" or "rude" or "mean" 
(p.217). 
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As a result, the girls suppress their thoughts and feelings in an attempt to avoid gaining 
unwanted attention and criticism. 
Given the challenges girls face as they go through adolescence and enter 
adulthood, researchers and educators have searched for possible ways of mitigating the 
trauma that sometimes accompanies the teen years. Some (Brown &St. Clair, 2002; 
Sprauge& Keeling, 2007) posit that providing strong feminine role models, particularly 
in books, will help combat the stereotypes of passivity and silence, while others (Lamb & 
Brown, 2006; Trites, 2000) argue that the overwhelming presence of the popular media 
and the media's troubling depiction of females negate any gains made by presenting girls 
with positive role models in their reading. 
The role of adolescent development in this research. The previous research on 
adolescent development plays a significant role in this study. Besides providing a 
foundation for the development of the research participants, the findings also serve as a 
resource for interpreting the subjects' responses the books. Additionally, a good deal of 
concern surrounding adolescent development in girls revolves around the role of societal 
expectations as transmitted by popular culture, including popular young adult literature. 
If adolescents automatically accept the images and ideas found these books as being what 
they should aspire towards, then critics believe these girls can espouse a warped sense of 
identity. On the other hand, if books serve as a means for girls to "consciously reflect 
upon the process of gender-role socialization as it impacts upon them" (Hubler, 1998, 
p.281 ), then reading can give girls the opportunity to develop a stronger sense of self-
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identity. Consequently, this study looked at how older female adolescents interacted with 
the popular young adult literature they read to see how and if they recognized the 
depictions of femininity and accepted them as true without considering them or if they 
engaged in a more thoughtful and critical interaction with these books before accepting or 
rejecting the messages. 
Reader-Response Theory 
Rediscovering the reader. One of the most common approaches to literary 
analysis is to use New Criticism, which contends that the majority of meaning comes 
from the text itself rather than from the reader (Brooks, 1979; Wismatt& Beardsley, 
1946). Indeed, when looking at the spectrum of literary analysis, the majority of the 
criticism focuses mainly on the text and, to a lesser extent, the author's background and 
history. In this vein, literature has a finite number of interpretations, and readers can do 
little except read a particular work and uncover its pre-determined meaning. While this 
perspective has some validity, it also contains a number of problems in regards to the act 
of reading. The most troubling issue with this approach is that it neglects the reader's role 
in the reading process. As Stanley E. Fish (1980) notes: 
no one would argue that the act of reading can take place in the absence of 
someone who reads-how do you tell the dance from the dancer?-but curiously 
enough when it comes time to make analytical statements about the end product 
of reading (meaning and understanding), the reader is usually forgotten or 
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ignored. Indeed in recent literary history he has been excluded by legislation. 
(p.70) 
Reader-response theory, which came as a response to the New Critics' stance that 
literary "meaning was primarily 'in' the text" (Beach, 1993, p.15), advocates "for the 
need to consider the responses of actual readers creating their own unique meaning" 
(p.16). Rather than viewing the text as the only source of meaning, thus promoting a 
fixed view of literature with a limited range of interpretations and marginalizing readers' 
roles in the reading event, reader-response theory acknowledges that readers have some 
say in their interactions with literature. Furthermore, this approach recognizes that "an 
arena [exists] in which reader and author participate in a game of the imagination" (Iser, 
1980, p.50), where the reader can engage his or her imagination "in the task of working 
things out for himself [sic]" (p.50) and the "'unwritten' part of the a text [can stimulate] 
the reader's creative participation" (p.50). 
Besides making the reader and his or her prior knowledge and reactions more 
central to the act of reading, this theory also challenges the traditional treatment of 
literature "as a body of information to be transmitted, rather than as experiences to be 
reflected on" (Rosenblatt, 1995, p.292). Rather than advocating this one-sided transfer of 
knowledge, reader-response theory stresses the idea that the "unfolding of the text [is] a 
living event" (lser, 1980, p.65). This event allows readers to abandon preconceptions and 
absorb the unfamiliar while also bringing their own prior experiences and distinctive 
meanings to the text, thus preserving reading as a potentially educational activity while 
accommodating the notion that each reader is unique. Louise Rosenblatt ( 1995) cites this 
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give and take between reader and text as a transaction, noting that "the transactional 
phrasing places the stress on each reading as a particular event involving a particular 
reader and a particular text recursively influencing each other under particular 
circumstances" (p.292). 
The aesthetic-efferent continuum.In Making Meaning with Texts Rosenblatt 
(2005), a pioneer in reader-response theory, argues that all reading stances are not equal. 
Consequently, the way a reader approaches and interacts with a science text can greatly 
vary from the same reader's transaction with a piece of fiction. Rosenblatt explains the 
differences in reader's stances through the aesthetic-efferent continuum, which ranges 
from the predominantly efferent or scientific stance, "in which attention is centered 
predominantly on what is to be extracted and retained after the reading event" (p.ll), to 
the predominantly aesthetic or artistic stance, in which "the reader adopts an attitude of 
readiness to focus attention on what is being lived through during the reading event" 
(p.ll). 
Based on Rosenblatt's (2005) continuum, the initial response might be 
automatically to assign certain types of reading a specific stance. In the case of reading 
instructional material, such as newspapers and textbooks, readers may take an efferent 
approach, while the reading of fiction might result in a dominantly aesthetic approach. 
However, Rosenblatt is careful to denote that, while the text may signal readers to select 
a specific stance, they are free "to adopt either predominant stance toward any text" 
(p.12), and fluctuations in stance can also occur during the reading event. Furthermore, 
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as indicated by reader-response theory's emphasis on the individual reader, "no two 
readings, even by the same person, are identical" (p.14 ), particularly when it comes to 
aesthetic reading, which assumes that readers are reading the text with the main purpose 
of evoking some sort of personal emotional response and depends upon "the nature, the 
state of mind, [and the] past experience of the reader" (Rosenblatt, 1978, p.27). 
The role of text.Despite its emphasis on what the reader brings to the reading 
event, reader-response theory does not abandon text, nor does it denigrate the text's or the 
author's authority. This increased emphasis on the reader's experiences and interpretation 
does not signify, as some critics of reader-response suggest, complete relativism in 
understanding literature, in which any explanation finds validation in the reader's 
explanation. Instead, proponents of reader-response theory continue to uphold the 
important and irreplaceable role of the text. Although readers' responses do have some 
bearing when interpreting literature, "we must still read the text to decide whether [the 
text] supports the hypothetical intention. The reader is constantly faced with the 
responsibility of deciding whether an interpretation is acceptable" (Rosenblatt, 2005, 
p.22). 
In addition to serving as the final authority when deciding if a particular 
interpretation has support within a given work, different texts can evoke different 
aesthetic transactions. While reader-response theorists argue that "a literary text must ... 
be conceived in such a way that it will engage the reader's imagination" (lser, 1980, 
p.51 ), the debate continues regarding the quality of different texts, most notably those 
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deemed as lesser works of fiction. Even as Rosenblatt ( 1995) defends reading literature 
with "socially disapproved impulses" (p.197), stating that it can suggest "socially 
approved channels for expression of' (p.197) antisocial impulses, such as violence and 
cmelty, she takes a more conservative stance in regards to text with little perceived 
literary merit. Although she argues that "condemnation or prohibition alone can have 
only pernicious effects" (p.203) on adolescent readers' desire for substandard literature, 
she also notes that "repeated indulgence in the dmg of escape fiction can lead only to an 
increased craving for such escape" (p.200). 
In order to cure this overdependence upon escapist fiction, Rosenblatt ( 1995) 
champions reader-response and critical reading. Rather than absolutely denouncing this 
type of literature, which may only lead to a perversely renewed enthusiasm for the text 
among adolescent readers, "a calm analysis of the appeal of this kind of reading might 
lessen its attraction. A critical attitude toward its silly, dishonest, and sensational pictures 
of life can have a wholesome influence" (p.203). Making students aware of substandard 
fiction's shortcomings can also help broaden their reading diet, which is important to the 
individual and to society, for "in a democracy, the more varied the literary fare provided 
for students, the greater is its potential as an educationally liberating force" (p.204). 
Reader-response theory and this research.In light of Rosenblatt's (1995) 
attitude towards popular literature with questionable merits, the role of reader-response 
theory in this study might have initially seemed incongmous. However, given reader-
response theory's stance that each reader has an individual and unique response to a piece 
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of text, it had a significant role in deciphering how older adolescent girls responded to 
and interacted with popular young adult fiction. Although a great deal of criticism by 
scholars and journalists suggest that popular books, such as the Gossip Girl series, 
contain harmful messages about femininity (Christian-Smith, 1990; Mclnally, 2008; 
Trites, 2000) that can have a pernicious effect on readers' sense of identity, one of the 
principles of reader-response theory is that the critic cannot "read the text for us [nor] 
should we turn to him as an authority decreeing what we should live through in the 
reading" (Rosenblatt, 1994, p.147). In other words, while critics might offer thoughtful 
analyses and ideas in regards to a particular reading, since reaction to a text differs from 
reader to reader, then it is impossible to surmise the reader's response to a particular 
book. With this in mind, it was important to consider both what the individual 
participants brought to a particular text and how they chose to interact with the text's 
messages. 
Critical Literacy 
Political and cognitive connotations.Perhaps one of the most pervasive 
misconceptions regarding reading is viewing it as a passive act. Although much reading 
is solitary, reading is not necessarily inert nor does it always involve the simple 
transmission of knowledge from paper to a person's mind. Some educational theorists 
and researchers note that in order to obtain true knowledge from books, mere literacy, the 
ability to read words on a page, is not enough (Kazemek, 1985). Instead, they advocate 
the use of critical literacy, which requires "not only reading and understanding the words 
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but 'reading the world' and understanding a text's purpose so readers will not be 
manipulated by it" (McLaughlin &DeVoogd, 2004, p.53). Although it is difficult to argue 
against these goals, critical literacy is not a simple concept. While most scholars of 
critical literacy trace the origins of critical literacy to a definite source, the phrase carries 
a significant amount of connotations, thus making it a complex idea to use. Examining 
the concept's origins, the difficulties that come with defining it, and the ways that most 
educators currently interpret it make critical literacy a much more comprehensible term, 
particularly in regards to its importance in understanding adolescents' recreational 
reading habits. 
Regardless of the different views and interpretations of critical literacy, most 
scholars (e.g. Anderson & Irvine, 1993; Cherland& Harper, 2007; Lankshear & McLaren, 
1993) trace the term and its ideas to the work of Brazilian education theorist Paulo Freire. 
Much of Freire's work, which some educators still regard as controversial, addresses the 
relationship between education and freedom, particularly in the case of people who are 
oppressed. Freire (197011988) is particularly critical of the banking concept of education, 
which views students as '"receptacles' to be 'filled' by the teacher" (p.58) and education 
as "an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is the 
depositor" (p.58). He rejects this model because it deprives people the humanity of 
knowledge, for "knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through 
the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry men pursue in the world, with the 
world, and with each other" (p.58). 
Thus, critical thinking is at the heart of empowering education, for in order "to 
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surmount the situation of oppression, men must critically recognize its causes, so that 
through transforming action they can create a new situation, one which makes possible 
the pursuit of a fuller humanity" (Freire, 1970/1988, p.32). Freire's works also cite 
literacy as a key component to liberation. When discussing the problem of illiteracy in 
some countries, Freire's stance on literacy is clear: 
Literacy leads to and participates in a series of triggering mechanisms that need 
to be activated for the indispensable transformation of a society whose unjust 
reality destroys the majority of people. Literacy in this global sense takes place in 
societies where oppressed classes assume their own history. (Freire & Macedo, 
1987, p.106) 
However, Freire also notes that, in order to be emancipatory, literacy must also involve 
critical thinking, which involves not just reading the text but also "reading within the 
social context to which [the text] refers" (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p.157). Consequently, 
unquestioningly reading a text and absorbing its information is not enough; Freire argues 
that true literacy must have grounding in critical reflection. 
At first glance, critical literacy seems like a fairly straightforward concept. 
However, a closer examination of the term reveals the various interpretations that its 
nebulous wording and imprecise characteristics encourage. Like many generative 
concepts, the idea of critical literacy is open to diverse and often conflicting 
interpretations, and Freire's arguments, as well as the political connotation associated 
with his name, invite a great deal of debate. While some literacy scholars opt to view the 
term in relation to critical thinking, others have taken it to have more of a political and 
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social agenda that leads to questioning the established and accepted curriculum. 
Lankshear and McLaren's (1993) introduction to their work Critical Literacy: Politics, 
Praxis, and the Postmoderncontains an overview of the multiple definitions that 
academia uses in regards to the term and illustrate how different perspectives view it. 
Besides Freire's vision of critical literacy as a tool for emancipation, some view it as a 
means of obtaining and enhancing disciplinary knowledge by using a critical stance as a 
means of "observing the rules of the discipline within debate and dialogue with other 
views generated inside the same paradigm" (p.23) in order to gain a greater 
understanding of a particular topic. Another, more inclusive understanding of the term is 
from the pluralistic perspective, which advocates exposing students to texts on a wide 
range of topics in order to "maintain vigilance over logic, clarity, consistency, 
impartiality and so forth and to become committed to the possibility of approximating 
objective truth and to see its pursuit as an imperative" (p.26). 
Critical literacy and this research. In the context of a study on the reading 
practices of adolescent girls, critical literacy took on a less political meaning while 
remaining true to the basic tenants found in Freire's (197011988) works and identified by 
other scholars. Since this study concentrated on adolescent girls' recreational reading, 
certain concepts associated with critical literacy, such as the teacher's role in creating an 
environment that helps students adopt a critical stance and question their perceptions, did 
not apply. Furthermore, the curricular standards associated with the term, such as 
selecting works that foster critical discussions, did not apply to this study because part of 
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the objective was to determine how adolescent girls interacted with the books they might 
typically select for themselves. Consequently, for the purposes of this study, critical 
literacy refers to the readers' active engagement "in uncovering the political messages 
found in texts and [taking] control over how they position themselves in relation to those 
messages and their understandings of them" (Hall & Piazza, 2008, p.33). This 
understanding of critical literacy encourages students to "look for gaps and ... challenge 
the assumptions embedded in texts" (Cherland& Harper, 2007, p.198). 
Although it remains irrevocably true that critical literacy can be a key element in a 
formal education experience, it is just as, if not more, vital to the learning experiences 
that occur outside of the classroom environment. While teachers and education 
researchers note the benefits that come with being an avid reader, such as an increased 
vocabulary, they remain skeptical of students' choices when selecting recreational 
reading material. Jennings (1956) asserts that "the stuff of adolescent literature, for the 
most part, is mealy-mouthed, gutless, and pointless" (p.526). 
While this view may seem unusually harsh, it does reflect the very real concerns 
some adults have in regards to adolescent recreational reading. Parents, education 
researchers, critics, and teachers often criticize the young adult literature readily available 
to today's teenagers (Johnson, 2007; Mclnally, 2008; O'Keefe, 2000; Trites, 2000). For 
instance, Johnson's (2007) work addresses the problem with product placement found in 
the popular Gossip Girl series. Although Rosenblatt (1995) notes that "there is no point 
in just condemning the reading [adolescents] most enjoy .. . [because] condemnation or 
prohibition alone can only have pernicious effects" (p.203), she and other educators 
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advocate the importance of adolescents adopting a critical attitude toward the works they 
opt read. Consequently, instead of reading material and passively accepting it without 
questioning its meaning, it is important for readers to take a more active role when 
interacting with text. However, it is not entirely clear if older adolescent girls elect to use 
their critical thinking skills when reading for recreation. Research into the reading 
practices and the effects of reading for girls in early adolescence (Boughton& Fairbanks, 
2003; Cherland, 1994; Christian-Smith, 1990; DeBiase, 2003) and adult women's 
recollections of childhood reading practices (Garner, 1999) emphasizes the concern and 
importance of critical literacy in recreational reading. Although these studies have 
reported conflicting results, the findings all suggest that reading choices "influence how 
well we negotiate our position within the culture" (Gamer, 1999) and that "girls pay close 
attention to what they read ... as they engage in a meaning-making process designed to 
help them understand their gendered selves in relation to others" (DeBiase, 2003, p.634). 
Critical literacy provided a useful framework when considering older adolescent 
girls' interactions with books they read for reaction. Critics of popular adolescent fiction 
who view these works as harmful take the stance that adolescents passively accept the 
information presented to them in these books rather than interacting and questioning the 
material. However, some research (Boughton& Fairbanks, 2003; Cherland, 1994; 
Christian-Smith, 1990; DeBiase, 2003; Garner, 1999) into the reading habits of females 
from other age groups suggests that girls might have a tendency to read critically even if 
these critical exchanges do not always lead to the desired result of becoming more likely 
to reject the harmful messages embedded within a text. While critical literacy was not at 
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the center of my research on older adolescent girls' reading practices, studying it allowed 
for a greater understanding of prior work and presented the possibility for further studies 
on how to encourage adolescent readers to take a critical stance in independent reading. 
Depictions of Females in Recreational Reading 
Young adult literature. Although young adult literature (Y AL) has its roots in 
nineteenth century works like Twain's (1994) Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and 
Alcott's (2004) Little Women, discerning a tangible difference between it and adult 
literature is difficult. Several scholars in the field of Y AL have noted the characteristics 
of the most successful books in the genre. According to the work of Nilsen and Donelson 
(2001) and Herz and Gallo (1996), these characteristics include: 
• The protagonist is a teenager. 
• A young person's viewpoint narrates or dominates the story. 
• The story is a problem, concern, or emotion with which teenage readers can 
identify. 
• The author refrains from moralizing and overt didactics. 
• The body of young adult literature includes characters from different cultures 
and backgrounds. 
• Young adult books range in genre and topic. 
• Young adult books usually end on an optimistic note. 
The open-endedness of these attributes suggests a distinct lack of definition, and 
the ongoing debate regarding the often-arbitrary rules of Y AL classification reinforces 
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this problem. In a recent piece in The New York Times, Michael Cart, the former 
president of the Young Adult Library Services Association, is quoted as conceding that 
"the line between Y.A. and adult [literature] has become almost transparent. .. . These 
days, what makes a book Y.A. is not so much what makes it as who makes it-and the 
'who' is the marketing department" (Rabb, 2008, paragraph 4). Publishers are "who" 
ultimately determine a book's classification, and their interpretation of Y AL often 
conflicts with authors' intentions. As a result, books initially intended for adult readers 
sometimes are classified as Y AL. 
The other challenge is that Y AL encompasses a wide-range of sub genres. In 
addition to the recognized genres of mystery, fantasy, and romance, newer and lesser-
known genres such as "chick lit junior" have started to gain popularity within the 
overarching genre of young adult literature. Joanna Webb Johnson (2006), who coined 
the term "chick lit junior" (which itself is a derivative of adult chick lit), describes it as 
building "on a feminist children's literary tradition .. . these novels address classic issues 
of Y A novels: coming of age, identity, sexuality, and material culture" (p.141) while 
keeping the tone light. 
Recurring Themes in the Depiction of Female Characters in Y AL Marketed to 
Adolescent Girls 
As Johnson's (2006) argument notes, young adult literature traditionally addresses 
issues and themes important to adolescent readers. However, beyond the typical subjects 
of coming of age and negotiating one' s identity, which often apply to both male and 
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female characters in Y AL, the research has revealed a number of other themes that are 
usually specific to female characters. Three of the most prevalent are the image of 
women as consumers, the marked contrast between female characters deemed good and 
those deemed bad, and the complications and tensions that exist between young women 
and their mothers or mother figures. 
"We are living in a material world, and I am a material girl": Women as 
consumers. With the sensory-rich environment surrounding today's adolescents and the 
media's preoccupation with targeting the teenager, it is unsurprising that a recurring 
theme in many Y AL books is the idea of women as consumers. While this is not a recent 
development, as Stoneley (2003) illustrates in his work Consumerism and American 
Girls' Literature, 1860 -1940, the trend to celebrate the advent of womanhood with 
shopping and material signifiers of wealth has increased considerably. Many modern 
works of young adult literature try to cater to the tastes, preferences, and wants of 
teenagers. In her work examining adolescent romance novels and their effects on 
adolescent girls, Christian-Smith (1990) criticizes these books because they: 
read like a series of commercials for designer clothing and cosmetics, as flawless 
teenage girls smile happily from the covers. VCRs, motorcycles, CD players, and 
an array of other consumer products are indispensable aspects of the world of teen 
romance fiction. (p.14) 
At least part of this preoccupation with consumerism in Y AL popular among adolescent 
females pertains to the characters' (and perhaps the readers') aspiration to be popular and 
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desirable, particularly to the opposite sex. Christian-Smith's (1987) analysis of adolescent 
romance novels identifies beautification as "one of the several activities that center 
around consumption . . .. Girls roll their hair, perfume themselves, apply lipstick and wash 
and iron their clothes. The need to beautify themselves and maintain that beauty to 
enhance their romantic prospects provide the reasons for girls ' continual interaction with 
commodities" (p.383). 
The popularity of current series books like Gossip Girl and The A-List further 
stress the connection between feminine desirability and consumerism. Since Christian-
Smith' s research was completed, Internet shopping and teen consumer awareness have 
made consumerism even more blatant and commonplace in teenage popular culture. In 
the world presented by popular series books, "Seventh graders have Palm Pilots, red 
Coach clutches, Visas and cellphones in Prada messenger bags. Success and failure are 
entirely signaled by material possessions" (Wolf, 2006, paragraph 10). The Gossip Girl 
books are perhaps the most obvious perpetrators of exorbitant materialism and brand 
name-dropping. A study by Johnson (2007) found that three books in the Gossip Girl 
series referenced "245 different brands" (p.16), resulting in a total of 580 references to 
brand names, with readers "exposed to a brand name every 1.15 pages in the three books" 
(p.l6). Moreover, Johnson's work also indicates that all brands are not perceived as 
equal. Inevitably, more expensive brands, such as La Perla lingerie, are depicted as 
commanding more respect than their moderately priced competitors, such as Hanes 
underwear. The Gossip Girl television adaptation has also embraced the series' 
consumerist message; the show has inspired a number of fan sites that follow the 
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characters' sartorial choices and the official Web site even provides links allowing 
viewers to purchase the clothing featured on the series. 
These books' message about women in regards to possessions is, in theory, very 
clear. Not only are material possessions depicted as being highly desirable, but many 
popular adolescent literature books also portray rampant consumerism as a necessity in 
the pursuit of obtaining popularity. The rise of brand awareness in popular Y AL 
(Johnson, 2007) suggests that mere consumerism is no longer enough; besides possessing 
certain items, one's popularity and identity come from the possession of certain brand-
names and from the cost of these items. Christian-Smith (1990) notes that adolescent 
females who read Y AL romance novels all "believed in the notion that 'pretty girls get 
nice boyfriends' .... The linking of beauty with romance not only fueled the girls' 
consumption, but also provided the reason for working for pay" (p.114). However, since 
Christian-Smith's research focused mainly on pre-adolescent females and predated the 
Internet and brand-name driven books like the Gossip Girl series, the application of her 
findings to modern adolescent females is not entirely clear. 
"Only the good die young": Depictions (and judgments) of "good girls and 
"other girls." Many books in the literary canon feature foils for the female protagonists, 
but the use of contrasting characters is even more prevalent in young adult literature, 
which puts more emphasis on the differences between the heroine and her antagonist. In 
addition to providing readers with a greater sense of conflict and action, Y AL's penchant 
for this literary device derives from the characteristic of adolescents "to try to resolve an 
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internal conflict by externalizing it" (Dalsimer, 1986, p.104). Consequently, the 
archetypes of good and bad female characters, which often populate children's literature 
and fairy tales under the guises of virtuous princesses and evil stepmothers, are staples in 
literature popular among adolescent female readers. 
In her analysis of popular romance novels, Aguiar (2001) charges that "the 
heroine herself is a study in "'blandness ' : not too attractive, not sexual (or, severely in 
control of her sexuality), lacking a past that might have any hint of scandal or 
impropriety" (pp.61-62). However, in order to fulfill this portrait of equilibrium, the good 
heroine is typically passive. In adolescent romances "this 'good girl' is a dutiful daughter 
and adheres to the ... codes of romance and sexuality. She is held up as an exemplar of 
'proper' adolescent femininity" (Christian-Smith, 1987, p.383). 
The foil and antithesis of the good, passive female character is "the other girl" 
(Christian-Smith, 1987, p.384 ), who "is transparent" (Aguiar, 2001, p.62) in her desires 
and "is characterized in the novel as assertive with boys .... She knows what she wants 
and how to go about realizing her desires" (Christian-Smith, 1987, p.384). Many books 
condemn the boldness of "the other girl" while rewarding the passive character. An 
example of this is prominent in the popular Y AL novel The Sisterhood of the Traveling 
Pants (Brashares, 2001), which was on The New York Times children's bestseller list for 
over 130 weeks. The good girl, Lena, "resists acting on her feelings for Kostos, [while] 
Bridget the overly-liberated (sexually active) [girl] makes sexual mistakes for which she 
must pay" (Mclnally, 2008, p.192). 
Another instance of the juxtaposition between good girls and other girls occurs 
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frequently in the popular Gossip Girl series. Blair Waldorf, one of series' main 
characters, is "an antiheroine of the first rank: bad-tempered, mean-spirited, bulimic, 
acquisitive, endlessly scheming, and, of course, dark-haired" (Malcolm, 2008, paragraph 
2). She exists in the glamorous Upper East Side of the Gossip Girl universe but is always 
eclipsed by her best friend, Serena van der Woodsen, who is "incandescently beautiful, 
exceptionally kind, and, in the end, it has to be said, somewhat boring" (paragraph 2). 
Despite Blair's repeated attempts to manipulate people and situations to her liking, her 
schemes always fail and typically end with her humiliation. In Because I'm Worth It(von 
Ziegesar, 2003), Blair decides to check herself into a drug rehabilitation center in the 
hopes of reinventing her persona and garnering attention from her ex-boyfriend. 
However, to her embarrassment and chagrin, she realizes that "rehab [is] nothing like a 
spa" (p.226), and she must call Serena to rescue her from the facility. 
The underlying (and perhaps intended) message of the good girl and the other girl 
is to champion passive, socially acceptable behavior and denigrate aggressive, mercenary 
behavior. The potential problem introduced by the dichotomy of the good girl and the 
other girl is the tacit approval of female passivity. Walkerdine's (1984) examination and 
analysis of Y AL supports this theory, for she notes that in many stories "any thought for 
the self, any wanting, longing, desire or anger is in this way produced within the texts as 
bad" (p.172). Some critics suggest that Y AL' s proclivity to use these character types so 
often is "ostensibly to benefit the reader. It may be assumed that the female reader takes 
comfort in equating herself with the less-than-spectacular heroine, a positive association" 
(Aguiar, 2001, p.63) while also being instructed on the proper way to behave. However, 
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as Malcolm's (2008) review of the Gossip Girl books suggests, it is also possible that 
readers identify more with the other girl, who is more entertaining than her benign 
counterpart, and start obtaining a sense of self-hatred (Aguiar, 2001) as a result of seeing 
the constant censure this character must face . On the other hand, readers might identify 
with the other girl and view her behavior as acceptable and admirable, leading them to 
mimic her reckless and often manipulative actions. 
Adolescent girls and their mothers: Rivalries and complicated relationships. 
Like canonical literature featuring female characters, Y AL read by adolescent females 
emphasizes the role of mothers. Since these books tend to focus on the experiences of 
teenage characters, mothers are rarely the protagonists; their relationships with their 
children, particularly their daughters, define their roles in the books. Although popular 
Y AL also follows the trend in literary works of featuring good, malevolent, or absent 
mothers or nurturers, the appearance of unequivocally caring mothers is even more 
limited, with greater attention given to ambivalent, resentful, or missing maternal figures . 
Critics of Y AL suggest that this trend speaks to the idea that adolescents must have or 
"create for her- or himself a parent figure , a symbolic parent, to murder" (Trites, 2000, 
p.57) in order to come of age. The use of maternal figures, rather than fathers, stems from 
the traditional view that mothers spend more time with children than fathers and that 
mothers tend to "to be viewed as impediments to their [children's] development" (Crew, 
2000, p.51 ). In addition to these Freudian undertones, literary criticism and adolescent 
psychology notes that this emphasis on mothers and daughters, rather than mothers and 
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sons, is due to "the impmtance and value of mothers to their teenage daughters" (p.123). 
While some books, such as Judy Blume's (2007) corning of age story Forever, 
feature "a strongly defined matriarchal support-system" (Trites, 2000, p.89), these 
supportive figures are in the minority in popular Y AL. Instead, mothers and mother 
surrogates typically have a difficult and complex relationship with their children. In her 
research, psychologist Terri Apter (1990) found that teenage girls desire their mothers' 
approval. However, this desire for support and encouragement contributes to the conflict 
between mothers and daughters in Y AL. The need for maternal approval is tied to the 
daughter's resentment for her mother. Although female characters seek admiration from 
their mothers, they also chafe at the expectations and rules these matriarchal figures 
uphold and represent. Fmthermore, in Y AL, the relationship between mothers and 
daughters "is partly composed of a Freudian discourse ... that constructs teen daughters 
and blaming mothers for never being able to provide them with enough attention" 
(p.132). Y AL books such as The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants include female 
characters who resent people or circumstances that divert their mothers' care and 
awareness from them. Consequently, mothers in Y AL often are in an impossible 
situation; too much care can result in the daughter's resentment because of maternal 
interference, while not enough attention can lead to feelings of neglect. 
In addition to this cycle of need and blame, mothers and maternal figures are 
often entirely absent from adolescent literature. Besides the fear of abandonment, which 
is also found in children's literature, fairy tales, and other literary genres, the complete 
absence of mothers can sometimes represent the ultimate adolescent fantasy. In lighter 
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works, particularly in the "chick lit junior" sub genre, parents, particularly the controlling 
figures of mothers, "never share the limelight with their children; if they are not killed off 
on page 1, they are cast in ... pitifully minor roles" (Malcolm, 2008, paragraph 19). In 
more realistic Y AL, characters struggle with the absence of the maternal character and 
sometimes create an imaginary mother in order to compensate for not having a real one. 
In trying to decipher why adolescent characters would want to "create a parent to make 
trouble" (Trites, 2000, p.61), Trites, citing the work of psychoanalyst Jacques Lancan, 
suggests that "the idea of the parent is so seductive, so central to the subject's sense of 
self-definition, that the process becomes inevitable" (p.61). Consequently, even though 
maternal figures can cause complications, they remain an important source when 
constructing identity. 
Although some critics, like Malcolm (2008), view this trend of casting parents in 
a limited role as wish-fulfillment, some critics and researchers see these depictions as 
potentially harmful. In her analysis of junior chick lit, Johnson (2006) finds Y AL's 
depiction of mothers as being preoccupied, uncaring, or negligent absurd, for "not only is 
this image of parenthood unrealistic, it is also unreasonable to expect parents to forsake 
their lives entirely in favor of their children's" (pp.151-152). 
Gaps and limitations in the research on adolescent recreational reading.As 
noted earlier, a number of gaps in the current literature and analysis of Y AL exist, thus 
making the need for further research crucial. The first notable gap in the literature 
concerns the available analysis and criticism on adolescent literature. Like the literary 
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criticism on canonical literature, many of these works (Brown & St. Clair, 2002; Crew, 
2006; Johnson, 2006; Trites, 2000; Mclnally, 2008; Malcolm, 2008) are written from an 
adult's perspective. These authors focus on the analysis of the literature itself and do not 
cite reactions or insight from adolescent girls. Although many of these authors have a 
background in literary criticism and bring an expert's view to an examination of the 
themes found in Y AL, they bring an awareness of post-feminist theory that many of the 
intended readers of Y AL do not possess. Consequently, while their hypotheses may have 
credence from contemporary theory and support from the text, it is impossible to say if 
adolescents discern and internalize the sometimes-subtle messages the critics detect. For 
instance, although a number of critics (Crew, 2000; Malcolm, 2008; Trites, 2000) explore 
Y AL's tendency to emphasize the complicated relationship between mothers and 
daughters, it is not clear whether the intended readers perceive this theme and, if they are 
aware of it, how they interpret and understand it. 
Another considerable gap in the available research is that the majority of it 
focuses on females who are pre-adolescent or are in the early stages of adolescence 
(Cherland, 1994; Christian-Smith, 1987, 1990). While it is of utmost importance of know 
how girls in early adolescence respond to Y AL, their reactions and experiences might not 
mirror those of older adolescents. Even though older adolescent girls are subject to the 
various problems faced by their younger counterparts, Cart's (1996) analysis suggests 
that their reading choices and cognitive abilities separate them from girls in early 
adolescence. An example of the possible disconnect between girls in early adolescence 
and girls in older adolescence is their perceptions between the good girl and the "other 
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girl." Although the underlying message of these counterparts is to promote passivity as a 
socially-accepted feminine trait, it is not clear whether younger adolescents and older 
adolescents interpret this message in the same way. 
The need to shift focus from looking primarily at girls in early adolescence to 
expanding the research to include girls at different stages of adolescence speaks to the 
continuing evolution of Y AL as a genre. One of the main reasons why Cherland' s ( 1994) 
and Christian-Smith's (1990) studies focused on interviewing and observing girls in 
middle school and junior high school is because they were the audience for the popular 
adolescent literature of the 1980s and early 1990s. However, popular Y AL has changed 
significantly in the past 15 years, and its increasing sophistication,shifting focus, and 
growing readership (Goodnow, 2007) imply the need for new research that focuses on a 
significantly larger number of older readers looking at a variety of texts. A prime 
example of this change is the bestselling Gossip Girl series, which celebrates materialism 
and consumerism and ties ownership of certain objects and brands to feminine 
desirability (Johnson, 2007). Although Christian-Smith's (1990) analysis and research 
provides a foundation for understanding this phenomenon, her work predates brand-name 
driven books and modern society's dependence upon thelnternet, which makes 
accessibility to luxury goods considerably easier than it was back in the 1980s. 
Consequently, her findings may not be applicable to modern adolescents . 
This research seeks to provide information to fill the gaps in previous studies. 
Besides including three more recent works that reflect popular trends in young adult 
literature, it also focuses on the reading experiences of girls ages 14 - 17. This study also 
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combines critical interpretation of the books along with the reactions and thoughts of the 
participants. This provides a small but important means of addressing the gaps and 
limitations found in previous research, such as focusing solely on critical interpretation 
and on the reading experiences of girls in early adolescence. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 
Research Questions 
1. How do girls in older adolescence (ages 15- 17) describe, respond to, and 
interact with the portrayals of femininity in popular Y AL marketed 
specifically towards teenage girls? 
2. How do older adolescent girls participating in this study discuss and 
understand the input of the books on the concept of what it means to be 
female? 
Pilot Studies 
The plan for this research built upon two pilot studies. The first study, which was 
an assignment for a qualitative research class, focused on how five popular Y AL books, 
including the three books being used for this study, portrayed femininity. During the 
course of this study, I realized the difficulty of taking five fairly dissimilar books and 
analyzing them for something as broad as portrayals of femininity. Filtering through the 
data illustrated the need for me to refine my criteria for selecting books further, and this 
resulted in me being able to identify the similarities in the three books eventually selected 
for this study. Some of the data from this pilot study was used to answer the first research 
question. 
The second pilot study looked at how three teenage girls, who identified 
themselves as avid recreational readers, discussed and described their reading habits and 
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their relationships with the books they read for recreation. I did not assign any specific 
books to these participants, and the interviews focused on their reading habits and general 
reactions to the books they read. I had a one-on-one interview with the first participant 
and a group interview with the two other participants. Initially, this group interview was 
supposed to include two more participants, but they were unable to attend. In both 
interviews, it became very clear that these girls spent time thinking about, reflecting on, 
and, in some cases, arguing against, the portrayals of females found in these books, rather 
than passively accepting and absorbing them. Since one of my initial fears when starting 
this study was finding that girls did not have anything to say about the books they were 
reading outside of class, this was a very encouraging and helpful finding. 
The other important finding that came out of this second pilot, and one that helped 
shape my current research, was the need to have assigned books. Although I initially 
balked at selecting and assigning books for the participants to read, the interviews I 
completed during the pilot study showed me that if I wanted to do multiple interviews 
with the same participants, we would need a common set of texts to discuss. This pilot 
also showed me the limitations of relying too much on group interviews. My initial 
thought was to have a series of small group interviews to collect my data. However, I 
found that even having two participants who know each other interview together could 
cause problems. One of the two girls was considerably quieter than the other, and she 
allowed her friend to dominate the conversation. Consequently, for the current study, I 
opted to use a series of one-on-one interviews. 
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Participants 
Participants needed to meet several criteria in order to be part of this study. In 
addition to being a girl within the ages of 14 to 17, the participants needed to self-identify 
as avid recreational readers. For the purposes of this study, I defined this as reading at 
least one book outside of assigned schoolwork per month. Additionally, the participants 
needed to attend one of two suburban public high schools in the area. Five participants 
completed the study. Of these five participants, four attended school 1, were between the 
ages of 15 and 17, and self-identified as avid recreational readers. My fifth participant 
was a 14-year-old freshman when the study started and attended school2. 
In addition to fitting the above criteria, the participants also shared a number of 
similarities. Besides analogous educational backgrounds (all of the girls reported being 
strong students), they also came from families with privileged socioeconomic statuses. 
Besides being upper-middle class, the girls' parents had professional jobs. Finally, the 
participants, with the exception of Celia, were Caucasian. 
Hayley (a pseudonym) was the first student who contacted me about the study. A 
shy, quiet sophomore at school 1, Hayley viewed reading as a means of relaxing and 
particularly enjoyed young adult literature that featured romantic plots, which she used as 
a type of "dress rehearsal" for the future when she would find herself in her own romantic 
relationships. In addition to using these books to help her decide what she wants from a 
future boyfriend, she also admitted that she wanted books with "a happy ending [because] 
I feel like I've put so much into the book . . . I want it to come through for me" (personal 
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communication, November 14, 2011). Even as she recognized the lack of realism in these 
books, Hayley maintained that a happy ending was crucial for her enjoyment. This 
interest in romantic fiction was one she shared with her mother, a teacher, who seemed to 
play a significant role in Hayley's reading life. Furthermore, reading appeared to be an 
important part of her family's life, as she discussed the reading habits of her younger 
sister and her father, who was a portfolio manager. Throughout our interviews, Hayley 
would relate the conversations she and the other members of her family would have about 
their reading material. 
When I first met Meredith, who was a junior at school 1 when the study started, 
she expressed her interest in participating but stated she might not the type of reader I 
was looking for because of her reading preferences. Unlike Hayley, who gravitated to 
teen romance, Meredith favored classic literature. She cited War and Peace and 
Brideshead Revisited as two of her favorite books of all time, and her list of books that 
she recently had read for recreation included works by D.H. Lawrence, Ernest 
Hemingway, and Flannery O'Connor. Meredith also disliked adolescent literature and 
admitted that she thought Y AL was not well written. A serious student and a high 
achiever in academics, Meredith's main concern outside of school seemed to revolve 
around the college admissions process. This concern was encouraged by her parents, who 
were both self-employed music engravers. During our discussions, Meredith would bring 
up what she was doing to prepare for college admissions and express her disbelief 
regarding the books ' depiction of teen life in regards to this process. 
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Celia, another sophomore from school 1, was the third student who joined my 
study. Initially, she seemed very quiet, but during our meetings, she became more 
outspoken and insightful. In contrast to Hayley's preference for young adult romance and 
Meredith's partiality to classic literature, Celia's favorite books tended to be 
contemporary bestsellers by Sue Monk Kidd, Jodi Picoult, and Dan Brown. Although she 
shared a number of similarities with the rest of the participants, Celia stood out in a 
number of ways. She self-identified as a feminist and used this sense of self as a means of 
explaining her opinions and thoughts on the characters. However, unlike the other 
participants, she tended to be less likely to make resolved statements regarding the books. 
Celia was also different from the other subjects because of her strong connection to her 
Jewish background. Besides attending a Jewish middle school before matriculating to the 
town's high school, she took part in the high school's semester in Israel during the second 
semester of her sophomore year. Like the other participants in the study, Celia's parents 
held professional jobs; her father was a doctor and her mother worked in marketing. 
Vivienne joined the study after hearing about it at the local library's adult-teen 
book club. A vivacious, opinionated junior at school 1 when the study started, Vivienne 
identified herself as an avid reader and was very enthusiastic about reading and 
discussing the books. Her enthusiasm expressed itself not just in the amount of reading 
she did on a regular basis and the speed at which she did it (we completed her initial 
interviews within a few weeks' time) but also in the mile-a-minute speed of her speech 
during our interviews. Vivienne's reading preferences tended to lean toward less 
conventional books than the other girls in the study and included an eclectic mix of 
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young adult literature, science fiction, and mystery. Part of the reason for her diverse 
tastes in reading stemmed from Vivienne's love of writing. During her interviews, she 
alluded to her own creative writing attempts several times. While Vivienne was 
concerned about college admissions, she did not have Meredith's preoccupation with the 
topic. In contrast to the other participants, who lived with both parents, Vivienne lived 
with her mother, a lawyer, and rarely spoke of her father. 
The final participant, Ellie, was a 14-year-old freshman at school 2 at the 
beginning of the study and was recruited with the help of the school's librarian. A jumpy 
and slight teenager, Ellie was very different from the other participants. While she shared 
their love of reading and cited reading preferences similar to Hayley's, the similarities 
were few. Besides being younger and attending a different school, Ellie's concerns 
revolved around shopping, especially for makeup and clothes, and socializing. 
Furthermore, while she was opinionated, forthright, and confident in her answers, her 
responses to the books tended to be less sophisticated and thoughtful than those of the 
other girls. However, it is not clear if these differences stemmed from her age and 
development, her personality, or simply from lack of similar experiences. Ellie said she 
never talked about her recreational reading with anyone, and reading did not seem to be a 
priority in her home. Rather than discuss books, her conversations with her father, a 
manager, and her mother, a landlord, seemed to revolve around shopping and brand 
awareness. 
Compensation 
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At the outset of their involvement, the participants were told that, besides being 
allowed to keep the three books they received in order to participate in the study, they 
would be entered in a drawing for one of two $150 gift cards to the bookstore of their 
choice. After the third interview, when it became clear that this arrangement would 
exclude three participants, the participants were given the option to forgo the raffle and 
receive a $75 gift card to the bookstore of their choice outright. All of the participants 
agreed to this plan, and they all received a gift card worth $75.00. 
Books 
As part of the study, the participants read three works of popular young adult 
literature selected by me. Given the study's focus on books that are currently popular and 
depict femininity, I selected books that feature female protagonists. Furthermore, 
qualifying books spent at least 15 weeks on the New York Times' "Children' s Best 
Sellers" list between 2005 and the present. In the case of series books, I considered the 
length of time that different books in the series had been on the list. 
After following these steps, I narrowed the list to the following books: The 
Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants by Ann Brashares (2001), Because I Said So, which is 
one of the Gossip Girl books by Cecily von Ziegesar (2003), and Twilight by Stephanie 
Meyer (2005). Besides following the above criteria, each book represents a different 
trend currently popular in adolescent literature. The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants is 
an example of "chick lit junior" (Johnson, 2006), a genre which mimics adult chick lit but 
focuses on the coming-of-age of adolescent female characters and allows readers to 
"move toward accepting [their] own shortcomings" (p.149). Although all three of the 
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books included in this study have characteristics of "chick lit junior," Bras hares's novel, 
with its emphasis on female solidarity and friendship, is the one that best fits the "chick 
lit junior" category. Furthermore, despite the inclusion of the titular pants, which are 
jeans that magically fit each of the four protagonists, it is the most realistic book in the 
study. The Gossip Girl books also have characteristics of "chick lit junior," but they also 
present a very different set of themes than those found in The Sisterhood of the Traveling 
Pants. The Gossip Girl books celebrate the rise of the wealthy socialite teen, whose 
aspirations include being in the most popular clique and owning the most exclusive and 
sought-after possessions. Finally, Twilight not only represents the current trend of 
paranormal romance found in adolescent literature and in popular culture, it is arguable 
the book was also the catalyst that helped reinvigorate the genre. 
Data Collection 
This study utilized a number of measures in order to ensure triangulation. These 
measures included reviewing the selected Y AL books, collecting information using 
online surveys, meeting participants in a series of one-on-one interviews, and having the 
participants respond to sets of journal prompts on the selected books. 
Review of Selected YAL Texts 
One type of data came directly from the selected books. Focusing on how these 
books portray female characters, I read each book a minimum of two times. The purpose 
of the first readingwas to familiarize myself with the books' plots, while the second 
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reading focusedmore on finding and noting the passages that involved the representation 
of the female characters. After I finished reading and annotatingeach book, I reviewed the 
annotated sections and extracted emerging themes related to the portrayal of adolescent 
female characters in each text.I also looked at the available scholarship and criticism of 
the books found inscholarly journal articles and books and commentary from popular 
mainstream publications such as The New Yorker in order to acknowledge any 
overlapping themes across the literature in relation to the portrayal of these female 
characters. This collection method was employed in an effort to help craft interview 
questions and journal prompts to identify if themes identified by scholars and myself 
were reflected in the participants' assessment. 
Interviews.Participants (n=5) completed four individual interviews across the 
course of the study (for interviews 1-3, average time=30-45 minutes; for interview 4, 
average time=60-75 minutes). Interviews 1-3 focused on a dialogue driven by 
predetermined questions (Appendix F). Before each meeting, the participants were asked 
to send me responses to the journal questions I provided for each book (Appendix E). 
Besides serving as another way of collecting information, I used these questions as a 
means of prompting the participants to start thinking about the ideas in the books before 
our discussions. I also used them as a guide when talking to the participants about the 
books. 
All of the interviews were semi-structured and used a general interview guide (see 
Appendices F and G) loosely based on my analysis of the texts combined with that of 
55 
scholars and critics who have written about these texts (Flanagan, 2008; Mclnally, 2008; 
Wolfe, 2006). During the final interview, we discussed the three books and themes I 
found during my initial data analysis. Additionally, before this meeting, the participants 
were sent a selection of four quotations taken from critiques of the three books in the 
study found in popular news publications, such asThe New Yorker and Ms. magazine, as 
well as from an academic journal, in order for me to solicit their reactions to the texts in 
relation to the reaction of scholars (Appendix I). The participants received these quotes 
via email before the interview so they would have time to read and think about the 
quotes. However, the email did not contain information about the author or publication, 
and the accompanying instructions asked that the participants not search for the source of 
the quotes. Furthermore, participants were asked to complete an online survey where they 
rated the main female characters in each of the books. Participants were asked to respond 
to the quotes as well as the findings from the survey. This final interview also allowed the 
participants to give their thoughts on the study, including their reflections on what it was 
like being a part of this study and their suggestions on other books that could have been 
included. 
The semi-structured approach was utilized for a number of reasons. Since each 
interview focused on a specific book and the characterization of females in that book, I 
needed to come to the interview with some predetermined questions regarding these 
topics. However, since one of the core questions of the study addressed how girls reacted 
to the depictions of females in books, some flexibility in the interviewing process was 
necessary. The general interview guide approach served as a compromise between the 
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informal conversational interview and the standardized open-ended interview. Using the 
interview guides permitted me to focus on my given topic while also letting me to build 
questions upon the responses given by the participants during the interviews. In addition 
to allowing me the freedom to explore different subtopics and issues as they emerged, 
this approach also allowed for the interviews to focus on what the participants deemed 
important in regards to their perceptions. 
The interviews were primarily conducted at local public libraries in the area, with 
occasional interviews held at the participants' school libraries or a college consulting 
office. Location depended upon the school's availability and the participants' 
preferences. Data collection occurred over a period of 12 months. 
Surveys 
I asked each participant to complete an online survey at the beginning of the study 
(Appendix B) and an online survey prior to the fourth and final interview (Appendix H). 
The first survey gathered information on the participants' background and their reading 
habits, which provided a sense of how the participants perceived their recreational 
reading habits, their interactions with books, and the female characters they encountered 
in their reading. The second survey, which the participants were asked to complete before 
the final interview, focused on their perceptions of the female characters from the three 
books they read for the study. The results of both surveys helped place the participants' 
responses into context and informed the questions in the interviews. 
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Journal entries. Each participant was asked to complete 3 journal entries (one 
entry per book) and submitted those entries to me the day prior to the interview focused 
on a respective text. Each journal entry included approximately 5 prompts designed to 
help participants reflect on the texts prior to the interviews. These prompts included 
general questions asking participants to provide examples of characters they found the 
most and least intriguing in each book. Other general questions included value judgments 
regarding the female characters and what these characters found important. In addition to 
a set of four general prompts, each set of questions included two specific to each book. 
For instance, the Twilight prompts asked participants to characterize Bella Swan and 
decide whether or not they found her realistic and worth emulating. 
Procedure. Before the study started, there was an initial meeting where I met 
with the participants to obtain the completed assent and consent forms (see Appendices C 
and D) and to give them copies of the selected books. I also provided the participants 
with paper copies of the journal questions (see Appendix E) for each of the books and 
gave the participants instructions for completing the responses. In this meeting, the 
participants' parents or guardians were invited to meet with me so they could ask me any 
questions and clarify their daughters' participation in the study. Two of the five 
participants' mothers accompanied them to this initial meeting. 
After this initial meeting, I met with each of the participants four times for one-
on-one interviews. As previously mentioned, the first three interviews focused on 
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discussing each book with the participants. Before each interview, the participants were 
asked to send me responses to the journal questions I provided for each book. 
After coding each of the book interviews a minimum of three times, I met with 
the participants for a final one-on-one interview, where I presented them with some of 
my interpretations and initial findings. During this time, the participants were encouraged 
to react to the findings and discuss their reactions with me. This provided additional data 
to help substantiate my findings and allowed me to be more certain that I was not 
misconstruing the participants' ideas. 
The data collection schedule was as follows: 
September, 2010 Started identifying and recruiting participants. Held initial meetings 
-May, 2011 with the participants and parents, obtained consent and assent forms, 
and distributed books. Participants took online survey on their 
reading habits. 
November, 2010 Met with each of the participants in one-on-one interviews to discuss 
-May, 2011 the first book, The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. The journal 
responses were submitted prior to the meeting date. 
December, 2010 Met with each of the participants in one-on-one interviews to discuss 
-June, 2011 the second book, Because I'm Worth It from the Gossip Girl series. 
The journal responses were submitted prior to the meeting. 
January, 2011 - Met with each of the participants in one-on-one interviews to discuss 
August, 2011 the third book, Twilight. The journal responses for Twilight were 
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submitted prior to the meeting date. 
October, 2011 - Asked each participant to complete an online survey about the 
December, 2011 prominent female characters in each of the books prior to the final 
meeting. Four of the five participants completed the survey as 
requested. 
November, 2011 Met with each of the participants in one-on-one interviews to discuss 
-December, the three books, to get their reactions to the critiques of the books in 
2011 the media, and to get their thoughts on the study in general. 
Data analysis 
Using inductive data analysis, I analyzed the books, interview transcripts, and 
journal entries in order to identify emerging themes. For each measure, I coded the data 
to identify raw meaning units. Meaning units coalesced into lower order themes, which 
then folded into higher order themes. 
The interviews were professionally transcribed, thanks in part to a grant from the 
Assembly of Literature for Adolescents, an independent assembly of the National 
Council of Teachers of English. I listened to the recordings and compared them against 
the transcriptions in order to ensure accuracy. After listening to the interviews and 
identifying preliminary codes, I returned to the transcribed interviews to do a second 
round of coding. In several cases, some interview transcripts were coded a third time at 
the request of my committee in order to refine my codes and the coding procedure I was 
usmg. 
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I took several steps to help ensure validity in the results. I trained an independent 
coder to analyze 10% of the interview data collected. She independently coded the data, 
and we met to compare the results and discuss any discrepancies in our findings until 
consensus was reached. Additionally, I discussed my findings and developing analysis 
with my committee as well as other members of the Boston University School of 
Education faculty. I also solicited feedback from specialists well-versed in Y AL from 
outside of Boston University in order to see how my findings compared to their work. 
Finally, I used the fourth interview with the participants as a means of doing member 
checks (Patton, 2006) by presenting them with the concepts that emerged from the 
previous interviews in order to confirm that I had interpreted the participants' intended 
meanings correct! y. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis of and Responses to The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 
The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants is the first book in a series by Ann 
Brashares (2001). The novel follows four best friends (Bridget, Carmen, Lena, and 
Tibby) as they spend the summer after their sophomore year apart. The four protagonists 
each embark on their own adventure, with Bridget finding romance and heartbreak at 
soccer camp, Carmen discovering her father's plans to remarry while visiting him in 
South Carolina, Lena travelling to Greece and falling in love with a local boy, and Tibby 
staying in their hometown of Bethesda and reluctantly befriending a younger girl who has 
cancer. Throughout their journeys, the girls keep in touch by sharing letters and the titular 
pants. The girls consider these pants magical because of their ability to fit and 
compliment the girls' different physiques. The pants become a metaphor for the girls' 
friendship. 
Since the book's publication, it has enjoyed enormous popularity. Besides 
spawning the sequels, which include four young adult books and an adult novel, the 
franchise also includes a spin-off book and two film adaptations. All of the young adult 
sequels spent time on The New York Times' Children's Best Sellers list, with The 
Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants spending a total of 137 weeks on the Children's Best 
Sellers list. 
In addition to its commercial success, The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants was 
also received a warm reception from parents and young adult literature commentators. 
Although it has not garnered the same attention from critics that Because I'm Worth /tand 
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Twilight have gotten, it has appeared on recommended book lists for teens by noted 
librarian Nancy Pearl (2007) and children's literature expert Anita Silvey (2006). 
Themes in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 
Despite the original concept of magical pants and the obvious girl-power 
message, The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants contains many of the tropes found in 
other popular adolescent fiction. The most overt themes included in this book, and also 
addressed in Because I'm Worth It and Twilight, are the emphasis on appearance and 
attractiveness, the depiction of the good girl versus the other girl, and the role of 
friendship among teenage girls. 
Appearances and attractiveness in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants .Like 
many other Y AL books featuring and catering to adolescent females, The Sisterhood of 
the Traveling Pants devotes a good deal of attention to the heroines' outward appearance 
and attractiveness. In keeping with their different temperaments, the quartet of heroines 
each have distinct physical features, but they are each noticeably, if sometimes 
unconventionally, attractive. 
Tibby, the most rebellious of the four, has "narrow hips and long legs for her 
small frame ... [with a] flat stomach [and] a nice inny belly button" (Brashares, 2001, 
p.13). Bridget, "with broad shoulders and long legs and big hands" (p.l6), also has hair 
that is "long and straight and the color of a peeled banana. People always made a big deal 
about her hair" (p.30), and Bridget is not above using her hair to get the attention of a boy 
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she likes at soccer camp. Carmen, who has "dark eyes and dark wavy hair" (p.78), 
accepts that "she had inherited her backside directly from the Puerto Rican half of the 
family. It was very nicely shaped, and most days she felt proud of it" (p.17). Lena, the 
most conventionally beautiful of the four, is "fairly stunning. She had Mediterranean skin 
that tanned well, straight, shiny dark hair, and wide eyes the color of celery" (p.14). 
Regardless of their attractiveness, all of the girls have numerous insecurities 
regarding their respective physical features. Tibby bemoans her lack of breasts while 
Carmen finds herself with the opposite problem (Brashares, 2001, p.5). Despite her 
awareness of her attractiveness, Bridget is quick to refute the notion that she is beautiful; 
after describing her features, Bridget quickly notes, "She wasn't beautiful. Not like Lena. 
There was no particular poetry or grace in her face. She knew that, and she knew that 
other people probably realized that too, once they got over her hair" (pp.30-31). 
However, the book's most egregious example of female anxiety regarding physical 
appearance is Lena. 
Although Lena is so beautiful "it kind of gave Carmen a stomachache" 
(Bras hares, 2001, p.14 ), Lena sees her beauty as a curse rather than a blessing and even 
tries to diminish her looks by wearing "stodgy, dull, and pathetic" clothes (p.50). Lena's 
good looks also hinder her relationship with the opposite sex, because she claims boys 
"never looked beyond your looks. They pretended to be your friend to get you to trust 
them, and as soon as you trusted them, they went in for the grope" (p.65). Lena's 
personality also compounds her difficulty dealing with her good looks, for she is a self-
described introvert. While visiting relatives in Greece with her sister, Effie, Lena notices 
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that the two of them: 
were already putting on their turtle-and-hare show. Everyone paid lots of attention 
to Lena at first, because she was striking to look at, but.. .they always fully 
committed their attention to exuberant, affectionate Effie. Lena felt Effie deserved 
it. Lena was an introvert. She knew she had trouble connecting with people. She 
always felt like her looks were fake bait, seeming to offer a bridge to people, 
which she couldn't easily cross. (p.51) 
As a result of her discomfort with physical appearance and her natural inclination to be 
somewhat withdrawn, Lena not only has a hard time relating to the opposite sex, she also 
finds it difficult to connect with her own family. Consequently, the disconnect between 
Lena's beauty and her personality emphasizes her uneasiness with her looks and further 
stresses the importance of the magical pants of the book's title; while Lena and her 
friends cannot change their looks, they can decide to wear the pants and temporarily 
become better people. 
In addition to this focus on physical appearance, Brashares (2001) also dedicates a 
considerable portion of the book detailing the girls' clothing. Unsurprisingly, the book 
contains many paragraphs describing the pants and the way each of the girls looks in 
them. Despite differences in shapes and sizes, the jeans seem to adapt magically to the 
wearer's figure, and the narration depicting the girls wearing the jeans for the first time is 
undeniably approving and admiring and has strong camal undercurrents. On Lena, the 
pants "followed the line of her hips. They held close to the shape of her thighs .... When 
she took two steps forward, they appeared to hug each of her muscles as they shifted and 
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moved" (p.15). When voluptuous Carmen tries them on, Bridget tells her, "Look at 
yourself! You are a thing of beauty. You are a vision. You are a supermodel" (p.18). 
However, the pants are more than just a flattering article of clothing. Instead, this 
pair of pants takes on the traits of each of its wearers and becomes a tangible symbol of 
their friendship. This idea comes to the forefront when each girl wears the pants. Not 
only do the girls' appearances change for the better when they are wearing the pants, but 
for the most part, they act decidedly braver and more mature. Carmen wears the jeans to 
her estranged father's wedding, while Lena decides that the pants' arrival in Greece are a 
"final mandate: Go tell Kostas [the boy she is in love with], you big loser" (Brashares, 
2001, p. 272). 
Brashares (2001) also uses clothes other than the pants as outward manifestations 
of the girls' personalities. Lena constantly tries to downplay her physical beauty by 
wearing a self-imposed "bland uniform of J. Crew Khakis" (p. 15), while Tibby prefers 
"clothes that were ugly or challenging" (p. 12), which parallels her disaffection and latent 
anger. These clothing choices make the pants' power even more pronounced. However, 
this trend is most obvious in the case of Carmen. Although she is generally confident, 
outgoing, and warm, she becomes insecure and resentful when faced with her father's 
new fiancee and future stepfarnily. During her visit with her family in South Carolina, she 
feels "weirdly numb and invisible" (p.99) because of the changes in her father's life and 
the fact that he neglected to tell her about these changes. She also fears that her father has 
abandoned her to "get a newer, better model [family] and forget about the old one" 
(p.147) . Her difficulties negotiating her place in her father's new life take one the form of 
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the "stiff, shiny, too-small" (p.161) bridesmaid dress, which makes her look "part 
Bourbon Street whore and part Latina first-communion spectacle" (p.161). The 
humiliating experience culminates in Carmen's decision to throw a rock through her 
father's window and cut her visit short. 
Good girls and other girls in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. In spite of 
the overt girl-power messages found in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, Brashares 
(2001) still includes the stock theme of good girls versus bad girls, particularly in the 
inevitable comparison between Lena's and Bridget's summer romances. In keeping with 
the characters' temperaments, their approaches to romance are very different, and the 
implication is that this causes their respective relationships to end in disparate ways. 
Because of her distrust of boys liking her for anything other than her looks, Lena 
approaches Kostos with a great deal of caution. This is compounded by the not so subtle 
attempts of Lena's grandmother to push Lena and Kostos together. Upon first meeting 
him, Lena is attracted to him but refuses his invitation to go out on a date. However, even 
though she silently tells him "I'm sorry you asked me out. .. Otherwise maybe I could 
have liked you" (p.69), she cannot forget him. She spends most of the book trying to fight 
her attraction to Kostos and dwelling on her doubts about relationships. She even creates 
a drawing of him, which prompts her sister to say, "You are in love with Kostos .... And 
the sad thing is, you are too much of a chicken to do anything about it but mope" (p.256). 
This and the arrival of the titular pants galvanize Lena's resolve and prompt her to tell 
Kostos, "I wish I hadn't acted like I didn' t like you or didn ' t care, because I really do ... I 
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really do ... not feel like how I maybe seemed like I might feel" (p.278, ellipses in the 
original). 
Although Lena must seek Kostos out in order to tell him of her feelings for him, 
she is a passive presence for most the story. The majority of her interactions with Kostos 
involve her reacting to him, mostly by trying to avoid him. Her tendency towards 
passivity comes to the forefront when Kostos inadvertently catches her skinnydipping. 
Unlike Bridget, who uses her physical attributes to her advantage when trying to get 
Eric's attention, Lena is horrified at being discovered and angrily castigates Kostos. This 
sets off a chain of reactions that ends with her grandparents believing that Kostos 
assaulted Lena, a misunderstanding that Lena is unable to clarify until much later. 
Nevertheless, Lena's restraint is rewarded at the book's end after she confesses her 
feelings to Kostos and the two begin their long-distance relationship. 
In contrast with Lena, Bridget's assertiveness and outgoing personality come to 
the forefront when she decides to pursue Eric, one of the assistant coaches at the soccer 
camp she is attending. Disregarding the advice from the other campers about the camp's 
anti-fraternization policy, she goes out of her way to entice Eric. In addition to lying 
about her age to make herself seem more available and appealing, she tries to get his 
attention by exhibiting her athletic ability and her physical attractiveness. Just minutes 
after their first meeting, Bridget invites him for a swim: "She looked right at him when 
she pulled off her shorts, revealing her bikini bottoms; then she yanked the elastic out of 
her hair" (Brashares, 2001, p.86). 
In their interactions, Bras hares (200 1) casts Bridget in the role of the aggressor 
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while Eric tries to deflect her advances. When she visits his cabin in the middle of the 
night and tells him, "I think about you .... I think about being with you" (p.176), Eric's 
response is to tell her to leave and to not do this again because he doesn't "know if [he'll] 
be able to handle it" (p.176) . Further compounding Bridget's aggressive, single-minded 
nature is the way she interprets his warning: "Maybe he hadn't meant his words as an 
invitation. But that's how she took them" (p.176). 
Bridget's insistent tactics culminate in her having sex for the frrst time with Eric. 
However, she does not find this victory satisfying, and she mentally and physically shuts 
down to the point that Lena feels the need to go to the camp to accompany her home. 
Even though she responds to Lena's attempts to pull her out of her dark mood, the book 
leaves her storyline curiously unfinished. The last chapter, told from Carmen's point of 
view, simply states, "We knew that Bee had messed herself up over Eric" (Brashares, 
2001, p.294). 
Like the other girls in earlier adolescent novels, Bridget's forwardness is punished 
and serves as a warning of what might happen when a female character deviates from the 
good girl persona (Mclnally, 2008). However, Brashares (2001) adds a further 
complication when considering Bridget's character. Rather than simply giving her a 
spontaneous and reckless personality, she continually insinuates that Bridget's 
impulsiveness and single-minded pursuit of what she wants are symptoms of the mental 
instability she inherited from her mother. 
This implication provides some problematic and ambiguous interpretations of 
what the author is saying about young women. On one hand, it is easy to attribute 
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Bridget's focus to her mental health problems. However, it is also possible to see the 
subtext as being that, as a young woman, the only reason you would be the aggressor in a 
relationship is because you have something wrong with you. In any case, after Bridget's 
sexual experience and subsequent depression, Mclnally (2008) charges that "the blame is 
put squarely on Bridget, resorting to the misogynist propaganda that she 'asked for it. ' 
Bridget's sickness is not a consequence of her being a victim, but a punishment for being 
a perpetrator" (p.197). The stark contrast between Lena and Kostas ' s kiss in the forge and 
Bridget's inability to recover from her sexual encounter with Eric indicates that the 
reward for being a good girl is a fairy-tale ending, while the consequences for being an 
other girl involve losing an inherent sense of self. 
The prominence of friendship in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants.Given 
its title, it is not surprising that The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants celebrates female 
friendship. However, although the book undeniably depicts the friendships between the 
four girls as healthier and more stable than the ones found in Because I'm Worth It and 
Twilight, it also shows the complications and parsimoniousness that are seemingly 
inherent to these types of relationships. 
From the book's outset, Brashares (2001) stresses the friendship between the four 
girls. Described as being a '"we' before we were born" (p.5), the girls' friendship started 
with their mothers, who happened to be pregnant at the same time and attended the same 
aerobics class for pregnant women. Although the mothers eventually drifted apart, 
Carmen asserts that "We are everything to one another .... Sometimes it seems like we're 
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so close we form one single complete person rather than four separate ones" (p.7). This 
friendship, along with the pants that symbolize it, provides the structure for the book. As 
each girl receives the pants, she reflects that they help her feel like she is less alone. 
When Tibby gets the jeans for the first time, she "held the Pants tightly, feeling like she 
was holding a part of Lena, and breathed in the smell of Greece that, she imagined, had 
seeped into the fabric" (p.163). Even Bridget, the least introspective of the four girls, 
recognizes that the pants are more than just mere fabric. When she gets the pants at 
soccer camp, she muses that they "made her laugh and ache for her friends at the same 
time. It really was like having a bit of Lena and Carmen and Tibby here" (p.192). 
Besides exchanging the pants throughout the summer, the girls also write letters 
to each so they can share their adventures with each other. These letters serve the literary 
purpose of summarizing the girls' plots, but they also help establish the rapport among 
the four protagonists. Within these letters, the girls share their innermost thoughts with a 
candor missing in their interactions with the other characters. 
Beyond the letters, there is some face-to face-interaction between the girls. In 
addition to the ritual they have at the beginning and end of the summer, the heroines are 
physically present for each other during times of duress. Tibby and Carmen offer each 
other comfort, support, and advice when they both face personal crises. Similarly, after 
receiving Bridget's letters, Lena goes to the soccer camp to "be her mother" (p.286) after 
Bridget sinks into a deep depression following her sexual encounter with Eric. 
Although Brashares (2001) depicts the relationship between Lena, Bridget, Tibby, 
and Carmen as being overwhelmingly positive, a close reading of it shows that it borders 
71 
on co-dependent. As they prepare to be separated for the summer, Tibby demands "a little 
display of unconditional love" (p.l2) because she is the only one remaining at home, and 
the others acquiesce without protest. As noted earlier, the girls do not seem complete 
without one another; instead, they seem to be four parts of one whole person. Carmen 
illustrates this in her letter to Tibby, which states, "I don't feel right being happy knowing 
that I feel so weird without you guys. Without you here being Tibby, I'm being a little bit 
Tibby" (p.37). 
Furthermore, although the four girls who share the pants are unusually close and 
devoted to each other, most of them are reluctant to make friends outside their circle. 
Tibby, who is the only one who remains in Bethesda during the summer, finds herself 
reluctantly befriending Bailey, an intractable twelve-year-old with leukemia. Early in 
their relationship, Tibby finds Bailey obnoxious and asks her, "Who taught you to be so 
vicious?" (Brashares, 2001, p.95). While Baily manages to get past Tibby's defenses, 
partially because of Baily's fascination with Tibby and Tibby's lack of immunity "to a 
person thinking she was cool" (p.116), Tibby's disinclination to make new friends is 
evident. A more obvious example of the quartet's unwillingness to make other friends is 
Carmen, who is openly hostile towards her future stepsister, Krista. When Krista tells 
Carmen, "You don' t look at all like I was imagining" (p.78), Carmen replies "I look 
Puerto Rican, like my mother. My mother is Puerto Rican. As in Hispanic. My dad might 
not have mentioned that" (p.78) . Each time Krista makes overturns of friendship towards 
Carmen, Carmen rejects them. The nicest thought Carmen has about Krista occurs when 
Krista is trying on her bridesmaid dress: "The dress was heinous, but on colorless , 
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curveless Krista it worked as well as it could" (p.l61 ). While Carmen eventually accepts 
that her father is getting remarried, she never appears to accept Krista or apologizes for 
her antagonistic behavior. 
The Participants' Responses to The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 
Given the book's continued popularity, it was not surprising that four of the five 
participants had read the book before. However, what was surprising was that, despite the 
book's more adult themes, such as Bridget's first sexual experience, the four participants 
reported reading the book at fairly young ages. Although the girls did not find anything 
unusual or inappropriate about reading the book when they were younger, they all 
admitted that "there was more depth" (Celia, personal communication, November 17, 
2010) when reading it as older teenagers. 
Although the interviews on The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants touched upon a 
number of different topics and ideas concerning the book and its characters, the most 
dominant themes that emerged from the interviews involved the participants evaluating 
the relatability and realism of the book and its characters, assessing the different 
plotlines, comparing of Lena's and Bridget's romances and the messages that were 
embedded in these particular storylines, and appraising the characters' friendship. 
"There's someone for everyone": Relatability and realism. A recurringsubject 
that came up during the interviews involved the participants' evaluations of the book's 
characters as being realistic and relatable. Despite the supposed magic of the pants, The 
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Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants was the most realistic of the three novels included in 
this study. The four heroines, with their middle-class backgrounds and real-world 
problems of divorced parents and summer crushes, seemed much more aligned with the 
participants' circumstances than the wealthy, elite teens found in Because I'm Worth It 
and the passive blank-slate of Bella from Twilight. 
All of the participants acknowledged this realism while also conceding that 
certain elements of the book seemed more dramatic or fantastical due to the nature of 
fiction. Vivienne appreciated that "this was not a fairytale fantasy" (personal 
communication, June 3, 2011), while Hayley and Ellie found that the characters overall 
seemed like people they would encounter in real life. Additionally, three of the five 
participants mentioned similarities between their own circles of friends and some of the 
characters. When trying to describe why she found Carmen and Lena more realistic than 
Bridget and Tibby, Meredith said, "There's kind of a Carmen and Lena among my own 
friends, but there isn't a Bridget or Tibby" (personal communication, November 12, 
201 0). Similarly, when pondering whether the book offered a realistic portrayal of what 
teenage girls are like, Vivienne drew similar connections between the characters and her 
friends, saying she could "match each character to each one of [her] friends" (personal 
communication, June 3, 2011). 
However, all participants found some of the book's plot and characters extreme to 
the point of being implausible. While Celia made the case that certain elements such as 
plot and character were made "a little more extreme than [they] would be in real life to 
kind of make a point" (personal communication, November 17, 2010), the two other 
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younger participants, Hayley and Ellie, had a more difficult time making sense of what 
they deemed the sensational portions of the story. Both Hayley and Ellie disliked the 
character of Carmen and found her to be an unrealistic character. Ellie compared Carmen 
to herself and found her to be immature to the point of being unbelievable "because 
[Carmen] throws a rock at her dad's window" (personal communication, June 10, 2011), 
noting that she "wouldn't even do that and I'm [Ellie] fourteen." 
This connection between the participants' own lives and personalities and what 
they deemed as realistic or unrealistic was a prominent theme in all of the interviews. 
Rather than viewing a character or a situation as being within the realm of probability for 
the world of the book, the participants opted to compare a given situation or character 
with what they knew and saw in their own lives. 
However, despite this constant comparison between their own lives and the 
happenings in the book, one theme that emerged from this set of interviews was the 
participants' inability or unwillingness to fully identify with a character or put themselves 
in the characters' shoes. Even Meredith and Vivienne, who often demonstrated more 
sophisticated understandings of the books, stopped short of completely identifying or 
empathizing with the characters. Although Meredith admitted that she liked Carmen's 
character and wanted to say, "You go, girl!" (Meredith, personal communication, 
November 12, 2010), when Carmen threw the rock through her father's window, she also 
noted several times that she "couldn't relate to the whole divorced parents 
story ... [because] my parents aren't divorced." 
This tendency was even more evident in Vivienne's reactions to the book. 
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Vivienne also indicated her support of Carmen's actions and anger, but unlike Meredith, 
Vivienne saw some parallels between her situation and Carmen's. When she first read the 
book, Vivienne gravitated towards Carmen's storyline because she "had that whole 
divorced child thing going on" (personal communication, June 3, 2011). However, 
Vivienne immediately followed this revelation by differentiating her situation from 
Carmen's because her parents got remarried, thus, in her eyes, preventing their 
circumstances from being analogous. 
Parental problems and death: Evaluating Carmen's and Tibby's storylines. 
Since The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants follows the four heroines on their individual 
adventures during their first summer apart, there were four very different storylines, 
which added to the "there's something for everyone" (Hayley, personal communication, 
December 3, 2010) feel of the book. After examining the different plots (Carmen's tense 
summer with her father and his new family, Tibby's reluctant relationship with cancer-
stricken Bailey, and Bridget's and Lena's respective romances in exotic locales), the 
participants did not come to a consensus regarding which of the plotlines was the best or 
most memorable. Unsurprisingly, given each girl's tendency to focus on her personal life 
and immediate surroundings when evaluating the books, each participant identified 
different subplots that she found most intriguing. 
For the participants, the element of Carmen's story that was the most divisive 
seemed to be the resentment she felt towards her father and his new family. In particular, 
the three youngest participants had a difficult time understanding the impetus behind 
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Carmen's reactions. Ellie found Carmen's decision to throw a rock through her father's 
window immature and unrealistic, while Hayley was bothered by Carmen's "really 
judgmental and rude" (personal communication, December 3, 2010) attitude towards her 
father's new family. Although Celia tended to be more introspective than Ellie or Hayley, 
she expressed a similar disconnect with Carmen's storyline because she did not view 
herself as being "destructive when [she is] angry" (personal communication, November 
17, 2010). However, unlike Ellie and Hayley, Celia attempted to empathize with Carmen. 
Rather than just focusing on the character's actions, Celia took into consideration the root 
of the problem, namely the shock of learning that her father has a fiancee and that she 
will be getting a stepfamily. After considering these circumstances, Celia conceded that 
this "situation would make anyone angry" (personal communication, November 17, 
2010). 
On the other hand, Vivienne and Meredith expressed as greater sense of empathy 
for Carmen's situation. Because of the similarities in their family situations, Vivienne 
found herself "always backing Carmen the whole time" (personal communication, June 
3, 2011) in Carmen's dispute with her father. When reflecting on Carmen's impulsive 
decision to run away from home and then throw the rock through her father's window 
after she realizes that he and the rest of the family are going about their everyday routines 
rather than looking for her, Vivienne said, "I can definitely see [myself] do that, because I 
would be freaking out too" (personal communication, June 3, 2011). Similarly, although 
Meredith was quick to disclose that she "couldn't relate to the whole divorced parents 
story" (personal communication, November 10, 2010), she admitted, "I did relate to 
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[Carmen] being mad at her parents but not being able to express it. I had that feeling so 
many times." (personal communication, November 10, 2010). 
Tibby's story arc did not elicit the extreme reactions that Carmen's did, and the 
participants' views on it were mixed. Ellie and Hayley took issue with the melancholy 
storyline and cited the ending where Bailey dies as something that prevented them from 
enjoying thenarrative. When she was reading the book, Ellie admitted, "I didn't really 
like Tibby' s [plot]-Ijust thought it was really sad. I just kinda skipped over the part 
where she cried for awhile and then went back to it and was like, 'I might as well read 
it"' (personal communication, June 10, 2011). Similarly, although Hayley thought that 
Tibby was the most memorable character and that the setup for her section "was the 
funniest" (personal communication, December 3, 2010), she also acknowledged, "I 
would have liked Tibby's [storyline] more if it didn't end so badly" (personal 
communication, December 3, 2010). 
Meredith had a more critical view of this part of the plot. Although she found 
Bailey to be memorable and intriguing because she was "extremely wise beyond her 
years and an incredibly insightful character" (personal communication, November 11, 
2010), this feeling did not extend to Tibby. In fact, she argued that placing the two 
characters together made Tibby seem less interesting by comparison. In addition to 
having a problem connecting to the character, Meredith also viewed Tibby's storyline as 
something the author included to manipulate readers' emotions. When rereading this 
section of the book, Meredith said, "I felt that [Bailey] was kind of being used as a plot 
device, which I didn't like ... [The cancer storyline was] totally manipulating me to make 
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me cry. I was like, you have to put someone with cancer in it? That bugged me" (personal 
communication, November 12, 2010). 
Compared to the other three participants, Celia's and Vivienne's impressions 
were more complimentary. Celia, who tended to respond with an analytical viewpoint, 
pointed to the friendship between Bailey and Tibby as one of the more nuanced and 
dynamic relationships in the book because it "transformed slowly, noticeably" (personal 
communication, November 14, 2010). She also found the friendship to be positive 
because "Bailey forces [Tibby] to open up" (personal communication, November 17, 
2010). Vivenne's point of view on this plot was less analytical and more emotionally 
driven. She found this section of the book to the most memorable "because of Bailey and 
that like horrible feeling where ... Bailey just like dies" (personal communication, June 3, 
2011). However, even though she "cried like a baby" (personal communication, June 3, 
2011) because of Bailey's death, Vivienne was still critical of Tibby. Although she had 
sympathy for Tibby, she was also annoyed at Tibby's inability to leave her own room 
after Bailey's conditions worsens. 
I feel like she kinda needs to get her ass into high gear there and actually go do 
something and not sit in her room all day, like come on, Bailey is dying, don't be 
such an ass-hat. Go talk to her. I kindawanna shake her a little bit-other than that, 
I like her as a character. (Personal communication, June 3, 2011) 
How to get a guy: Comparing Lena and Bridget's romances. The plots for the 
other two main characters in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, Lena and Bridget, 
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offer opposing approaches to romance. While Lena spends most of the book outwardly 
denying her attraction for Kostos while mentally acknowledging that it exists and 
wondering what to do about it, Bridget devotes her time to pursuing Eric, who is 
forbidden due to her camp's anti-fraternization policy as well the differences in their 
ages. Bridget manages to get Eric's attention, but their sexual encounter leaves her 
feeling empty and adrift. In contrast, Lena takes her time to consider the situation with 
Kostos, and they share an intense, if ultimately chaste, kiss after she finally recognizes 
and admits her feelings to him. 
Given the differences in outcomes as well as the strong good girl and other girl 
overtones, I expected these storylines to elicit very different reactions from the 
participants. Specifically, I anticipated that the girls would gravitate towards Lena's 
storyline and approach to romance and recognize the implication that Bridget's 
depression at the end of the book was a direct result of her reckless actions. However, 
rather than garnering uniform responses and interpretations, the participants had unique 
reactions to the plots. Furthermore, the younger participants had an incomplete, and 
sometimes erroneous, understanding of the ending of Bridget's story, particularly in 
regards to the implications her experience has upon her mental health. 
For Meredith, Lena's narrative was the most memorable of the four, and she 
"remembered everything that happened even though [she first] read it five years ago" 
(personal communication, November 12, 2010). She attributed this partially to the exotic 
setting, since she had "always wanted to go to Greece so ... the descriptions of Greece 
were very fun" (personal communication, November 12, 2010). She also was the only 
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participant to view Kostas as a romantic character who was worth the attention he 
received. Even though she thought "he was almost too perfect" (personal communication, 
November 12, 2010), she admired that "he didn't give up on [Lena]" (personal 
communication, November 12, 2010) despite Lena's attempts to push him away. 
Additionally, part of Meredith's admiration stemmed from the sense of kinship she felt 
towards Lena because the character "was really quiet and observant and sometimes I felt 
at a party or whatever she wanted to just step back and look at things instead of getting 
involved and I feel like that a lot too. She was a character I sympathize with" (personal 
communication, November 12, 2010). 
In contrast to Meredith's reactions, the four other participants were less enthralled 
with Lena's storyline. Their detached reactions partially stemmed from their dislike of 
Lena and the passivity with which she handled the situation with Kostas. For instance, 
Hayley enjoyed the romantic subplot and the Greek setting, but she found Lena to be one 
of the least memorable characters because she was "so shy ... [and] she didn't do that 
much" (personal communication, December 3, 2010). Although Hayley admired Lena's 
cautious nature, she also thought that this resulted in the romance being unrealistic. She 
argued that "the author didn't do a good job of building up" (personal communication, 
December 3, 2010) to the romantic relationship because Lena spends so much time 
considering her feelings rather than acting upon them. For Hayley, the sudden happy 
ending, where Kostas welcomes Lena with open arms after being rebuffed by her for 
weeks, seemed contrived. 
Vivienne was even more direct in her dislike of Lena's hesitation, which she 
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interpreted as being "kind of stereotypical" (personal communication, June 3, 2011) in its 
passivity. When asked to describe what she found questionable about Lena' s storyline, 
Vivienne replied, "She made the whole big drama queen thing, like 'Oh, I'm not gonna 
talk to him now.' I'm like, oh my god, you should calm yourself' (personal 
communication, June 3, 2011). In particular, she disliked the way "Lena just spends so 
much time painting in her room, angsting, [and] drawing Kostas ' s face" (personal 
communication, June 3, 2011) rather than facing her feelings in a more direct fashion. 
Celia shared the other participants ' aversion to Lena's storyline, but unlike 
Hayley and Vivienne, her main criticism had little to do with Lena' s character. Instead, 
she took issue with Kostos, who she viewed as being overly aggressive in his pursuit of 
Lena. When explaining her dislike for the storyline, Celia said, "Kostos kind of annoyed 
me .. .. It seemed obvious [Lena] didn't want to talk to him and he kept pushing her. I feel 
like, if I was Lena, I would be annoyed" (personal communication, November 17, 201 0). 
Later in the interview, Celia provided some context for her interpretation of Kostas 's 
actions: "I'm very against sexism, so it seemed to me he was trying to take control in a 
way that always bothers me, and I noticed it more because I'm feminist in the way I 
think" (personal communication, November 17, 20 10). 
The girls' reactions to Bridget's ill-advised and ultimately ill-fated relationship 
with counselor Eric were similarly diverse. With the exception of Meredith, the 
participants had a much more positive reaction to Bridget than they did to Lena, and this 
extended to her plotline. Part of this affinity stemmed from Bridget' s more outgoing and 
active personality. Vivienne, Hayley, Celia, and Ellie all cited Bridget's nature as being a 
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facet of the character that fascinated them. When compared to Lena's constant self-
assessment and reflection, Bridget's committed pursuit of Eric appealed to these readers. 
In her appraisal of the most memorable characters and storylines, Ellie said she 
responded to Bridget because "she's just really spontaneous, like she does things like, 
'I'm gonna sleep on the beach tonight. . .. I'm gonna wear the pants to the soccer game.' 
It's just interesting" (personal communication, June 10, 2011). 
Even Bridget's withdrawn and nearly catatonic state at the end of the story did 
little to deter these four readers. In some cases, it was doubtful that some of the 
participants had a clear sense of the character's emotional state and mental problems. 
Hayley, who appreciated the inclusion of this part of the storyline because she thought it 
made Bridget more realistic, reflected on Bridget's storyline and said, "I feel like she's 
going to get over it and be more confident and just remember not to . .. do that again, 
whatever she did" (personal communication, December 3, 2010). Hayley's response that 
Bridget will "get over it" has no basis in the text, since the story leaves the character on 
an ambiguous note. Moreover, this argument that Bridget will learn from her mistakes 
and "just remember not to ... do that again, whatever she did" indicates Hayley's lack of 
comprehension of Bridget's deep-seated emotional problems, because Bridget's inner 
reflections show that she is aware of some of her limitations but chooses to ignore them 
in order to indulge her impulsivity. Rather than grounding her interpretation in the text, 
Hayley opted to focus on her interpretation of the character as a basis for hypothesizing 
about what Bridget should do. Similarly, Ellie, the youngest participant, did not seem to 
have a full grasp of the storyline. Although she found Bridget's storyline enjoyable and 
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interesting, she also "thought it was kind of funny how [Bridget] went through that whole 
funk'' (personal communication, May 19, 2011). Asking Ellie to elaborate on this 
comment did not result in any further insight or commentary on her interpretation of 
Bridget's dilemma. 
Perhaps part of this misreading stems from the readers' fascination with the 
character; they are so enamored with her resolute behavior that they are willing to 
overlook her emotional crises. As she discussed Bridget's situation, Vivienne admitted 
that she noticed the character's limitations when it came to her relationship with Eric, but 
that "Bridget is such a kick-ass character I don't really think, as a girl reading this ... I 
would've cared that much [about the character's downfall at the end] because Bridget is 
awesome. When she gets out of her funk, she's still awesome" (personal communication, 
June 3, 2011). In essence, Bridget's character for the greater part of the book is so 
outgoing and memorable that her collapse at the end is an easily ignored plot point. 
Additionally, for readers like Hayley who aspire to be like Bridget, acknowledging the 
character's instability and unhappy ending might translate to possible failures on their 
part, thus prompting them to disregard the character's disadvantages in favor of 
hypothesizing what might happen to her. 
If their views of Bridget's and Lena's relationships were mixed, there was a 
greater sense of consensus in regards to the messages about how adolescent girls should 
approach romantic relationships. With the exception of Celia, the participants noted that 
Bras hares (200 1) seemed to cast judgment on the characters and their actions. However, 
their interpretations of the author's message depended a good deal on their understanding 
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of the plots. In Ellie's case, her takeaway message was that girls "should be more like 
Lena, because if you're too bold,guys are gonna be afraid of you. They're gonna be like 
'Ooh, if I talk to her for like three minutes she's gonna like wanna get in bed with me"' 
(personal communication, May 19, 2011). Rather than focusing on the outcome for 
Bridget, namely the failure of the relationship and her deteriorating mental state, Ellie's 
explanation of the events and the message rests upon the interpretation that female 
aggressiveness might be taken by men to be a sign of promiscuity, which is a premise 
found in many romances written for teens and adults. 
Hayley, Vivienne, and Meredith also saw the implicit message about relationships 
as a warning for readers. However, instead of seeing it as advice on what to do in order to 
prevent scaring a boy, they interpreted it as a cautionary tale of what might happen if the 
reader decided to take Bridget's approach to relationships. Each of these participants 
noted the implied message that readers should eschew boldness and sexual activity when 
starting a romance. Instead, they "should have a nice, lovely relationship like Lena and 
Kostos, and [it should be] very chaste" (Vivienne, personal communication, June 3, 
2011). 
In addition to recognizing the tacit messages about romantic relationships, these 
three participants also voiced skepticism regarding the validity and appropriateness of the 
implications. Hayley questioned the moral's legitimacy because of her dissatisfaction 
with Lena and her storyline. As she considered the book's lessons, Hayley said, "I feel 
like [Brashares, the author] might be saying, 'This is how you should approach a guy, 
Lena's way instead of Bridget's,' but I feel like, even though Lena's way worked out, she 
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definitely should've taken less time and been more open" (personal communication, 
December 3, 2010). Although they did not necessarily disagree with the message, both 
Meredith and Vivienne found it troubling that Brashares included the message in the first 
place. After rereading the book for the study, Meredith admitted, "This time I found it a 
lot more preachy .... [The message is that girls should] wait for that perfect, beautiful 
Kostos to come along, and if there's a wonderful guy like Eric, don't get with him now 
because that would be wrong .... That bugged me" (personal communication, November 
12, 2010). 
Friends forever? Assessing the main characters' friendship. Since the four 
main characters' close bonds with one another form the foundation of this book, it is 
unsurprising that their friendship plays a significant role in the plot. While the four girls 
spend most of the summer apart, Brashares (200 1) takes great pains to show their close 
relationship to each other. In addition to sharing the pants, the characters also 
communicate through letters and in several instances travel to provide moral support. 
Besides Lena's decision to take a detour on her way home to see Bridget at soccer camp 
after becoming alarmed by Bridget's letters, Tibby and Carmen spend time together as 
Tibby must face Bailey' s decline and death and Carmen must come to terms with her 
father's remarriage and her new stepfamily. 
Despite the author's efforts, the participants were unconvinced that the characters 
were that close. In their interviews on The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, all of the 
girls questioned the main characters' friendships and the depiction of female relationships 
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in general. This skepticism partially stemmed from the participants' tendency to compare 
the characters' lives to their own. 
Part of the book's ostensible appeal is it provides four distinct characters who 
have different storylines in separate locales. This setup, which leads to the characters 
spending a good deal of the book away from each other, presented a considerable 
obstacle for the subjects, who had a difficult time reconciling the physical distance 
between the characters with the supposedly close friendship they shared. In a sense, this 
seemed to be a case of Brashares (200 1) violating the oft -quoted rule of "show, don' t 
tell." Although the author constantly reiterates the characters' bond, the friendship "was a 
little hard to get because they were away from each other so you don't see as much of 
how close they are with each other" (Celia, personal communication, November 17, 
2010). Furthermore, while Brashares included correspondence shared among the girls, 
the participants remained unconvinced that these letters proved the girls' friendship. Ellie 
found it unrealistic that "they remembered to write letters to each other" (personal 
communication, June 10, 2011) at all, stating, "I would just forget and then just write a 
really long one .... I wouldn't say that is realistic that you just remember" (personal 
communication, June 10, 2011). Meredith and Vivienne also found the letter writing 
unrealistic because of the letters' length and content. Both girls maintained that the letters 
should have been longer if the characters were truly close. Meredith in particular took 
great umbrage to the letters because of her own communication with her friends. Unlike 
the short notes from the characters, Meredith said her communications with her friends 
were much longer and that her friend "writes [her] e-mails during the summer. They are 
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miniature novels in their own right. Once a week she writes this incredibly long e-mail 
about everything she's done" (personal communication, November 12, 2010). Because of 
this, Meredith proclaimed she "thought their letters seemed really fake, and I just felt like 
if I was writing to friends, I wouldn't just dash off a paragraph. I would write more than 
that" (personal communication, November 12, 2010). 
Besides the characters' time apart during the summer, another surprising point of 
contention addressed in all the interviews also concerned logistical factors that seemed to 
be a minor point in the story. In the prologue, Carmen mentions that her and her friends' 
"lives [together] were marked by summers" (Brashares, 2001, p.5) because they all attend 
different high schools. Although this is the only time this fact is mentioned, four of the 
participants argued that it was not believable that the heroines could maintain their 
friendship if they went their separate ways during the school year. Meredith showed the 
most skepticism on this topic. When considering what she knew of the characters and 
comparing it to her experiences, she found the situation implausible: 
It was strange that they're supposedly so close when they go to different schools. 
Lena is probably taking probably all these art classes, Carmen does tennis, 
Bridget probably has soccer practice every day until 6. We're talking about high 
school. Tibby- they said she goes to a weird school. My friends are from 
school.. .. It feels I spent so much time in school with my friends, I don't even 
hang out with them outside school that much because we're all so busy. I felt the 
fact they went to different schools ... they would've drifted off apart. Maybe that's 
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why they're supposed to be special, but I didn't buy it. (personal communication, 
November 12, 2010) 
Correspondingly, Vivienne noted that it seemed "weird that [the characters] don't seem 
to have any other friends but each other, despite the fact they all go to different 
schools .... I feel like that was kind of unrealistic how they're like, 'Yeah, we're best 
friends, and we have no one else. We go to school alone and we stay alone" ' (personal 
communication, June 3, 2011). In a similar vein, Hayley cited the physical distance 
between the girls as reason she "didn't really buy their friendship" (personal 
communication, December 3, 2010). 
The only participant who seemed unfazed by the logistical constraints was Celia, 
who maintained that the friendship was realistic partially because of the fact the girls 
attended different schools. Although she thought the characters should fight more, she 
rationalized that the relative accord was partly due to the characters' separation from one 
another. Like Meredith, she supported her interpretation by comparing the book to a 
situation from her own life: "I have neighbors .... We're so close, we' re kind of like 
siblings. We fight a little less .... But I feel like it would be kind of like that with friends 
who are that close, but they're not with each other year round" (personal communication, 
November 17, 2010). 
Besides questioning the closeness of the characters ' friendships, participants 
maintained that the friendships among the four girls were not (and would not be) equal. 
Both Hayley and Ellie stated that, in any group, it would be unrealistic that all the group 
members would be equally close with each other. Contrary to the unified front Brashares 
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(2001) presents, in real life "It would be pretty rare to have their relationship because 
there are four friends .... There would be would be like two pairs of really, really close 
friends and all of them would come together" (Hayley, personal communication, 
December 3, 2010) occasionally. Meredith took this point further by contending that the 
friendship was not equal among the girls. Based on her own perceptions of the characters, 
she had "the sense that Carmen and Lena were closer to each other than Bridget and 
Tibby" (personal communication, November 12, 2010). However, she admitted that this 
discernment might have more to do with her personal connection with some of the 
characters rather than the author's portrayal. 
Analysis of the Participants' Reactions 
As noted earlier, The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants presented the most 
seemingly realistic set of characters of all of the books in the study. Given this sheen of 
realism, it was not surprising that the participants tended to compare the book's plot and 
characters to their own lives. In this sense, the book did not seem to inform the 
participants' perceptions of what it means to be female. Instead, the book presented the 
participants with a point of comparison regarding femininity in their own lives. This 
seemed to be most apparent in their assessments of Lena, Bridget, and Carmen. For all of 
the participants but Meredith, Bridget's outgoing personality represented a positive 
aspect of the character and was something that was worth emulating in their own lives, 
even if she acted like another girl at times. Vivienne, Celia, and Ellie each claimed to be 
like Bridget when reflecting on their own personas, while Hayley admitted that she was 
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very shy but wanted to become more outgoing. For these four participants, Bridget's 
boldness represented an integral part of what it means to be a successful female, and her 
ill-fated romance did not deter them from relating to and admiring the character. 
Similarly, Meredith's affinity for Lena stemmed from the sense of kinship she felt 
for the character. Unlike the other participants, who viewed Bridget's assertiveness as a 
key characteristic for female characters, Meredith preferred Lena's introspection and 
quiet disposition. Not only did these qualities mirror the ones valued in the classics that 
Meredith read for fun, they also were traits Meredith saw in her own personality. In these 
cases, the participants gravitated towards the character that best represented their own 
conception of what an adolescent female should be and possibly represented the character 
that was closest to their ideal conception of themselves. 
Carmen's situation presented the participants with the opportunity to consider the 
question of what it means to be female in regards to fitting in with the rest of the family. 
In this case, Hayley and Ellie, two of the younger participants, offered opinions that 
contrasted with those of Vivienne and Meredith, the two oldest participants. Although all 
four considered themselves close to their parents, their differing reactions indicated that 
personality and age play some role in shaping their reactions. Hayley's and Ellie' s 
responses to Carmen's simmering anger and eventual outburst focused on the character's 
temperament and lack of self-control. Ellie disdained Carmen's actions because they 
seemed immature, while Hayley disapproved of Carmen's judgmental attitude. These 
reactions might indicate that, for Hayley and Ellie, part of being an adolescent female is 
to be mature and agreeable, especially when it comes to interacting with parents. Their 
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emphasis on Carmen's thoughts and actions, rather than considering the circumstances 
that influenced Carmen to behave in a particular way, might also signify that they are still 
entrenched in the stage identified by Erikson (1950) as identify versus role diffusion. For 
Hayley and Ellie, their worldview is very much focused on the individual. In this case, 
Carmen might represent a proxy they can use to test certain ideas without actually having 
to risk failure or censure in the real world. 
In contrast to Hayley' s and Ellie's reactions, Vivienne's and Meredith's focus was 
not confined to just the character's thoughts and actions. While they addressed these in 
their answers, both girls also spoke to the family circumstances that prompted Carmen to 
behave in a certain way. Furthermore, Vivienne and Meredith were able to empathize 
with Carmen's dilemma, even though they were quick to note the differences in their 
personal circumstances. In this sense, their interpretations were more nuanced than those 
of the younger participants. This distinction might possibly stem from Vivienne' s and 
Meredith's conception that an adolescent female should be allowed to be active in a given 
situation, even when it involves acting against the family dynamic. However, age and 
experience likely play roles in their interpretation. Just as Hayley and Ellie were likely 
still trying to develop their own sense of self, as per Erikson's (1950) stages, Vivienne 
and Meredith might be starting to go beyond thinking of just their own identities in order 
to consider their connection to the rest of the world. Consequently, having a sense of 
resolution for the conflict of identity versus role diffusion, they are now contending with 
the conflict of intimacy versus isolation. 
One thing of note is that, despite the divergent reactions to Carmen's situation, 
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none of these four participants suggested during the interviews that Carmen's relationship 
with her father was irreparable or not worth salvaging. On the contrary, both sets of 
responses indicated that the father-daughter relationship was important. In this sense, 
these participants fulfill the contention by female adolescent researchers (Brown & 
Gilligan, 1992; Debold et al., 1999; Gilligan, 1993) that adolescent females do not 
require the separation males need in order to develop their identities. The difference in 
reactions might stem from the participants' views of what it means to maintain the 
familial bond. For the younger participants, keeping this connection intact likely requires 
being obedient and dutiful, and as found in Apter's (1993) work, the burden of 
maintaining the relationship between fathers and daughters relies on the daughter. For the 
older participants, who might have already started testing the parameters of their 
relationships with their parents, acting out and expressing displeasure are part of this 
evolving dynamic, and they are beginning to understand that these unpleasant episodes 
do not signify a severing of the relationship. Additionally, the older participants' 
reactions parallel research (Apter, 1993; Youniss&Smollar, 1985) that found that father-
daughter relationships become more open as the daughters become older. Rather than 
suggesting that Carmen suppress her anger at her father and accept the changes in his life 
without question, Vivienne and Meredith claimed that Carmen' s anger is justified and 
that she should express her unhappiness to him. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis of and Responses to Because I'm Worth It: A Gossip Girl Novel 
Themes in Because I'm Worth It 
Unlike The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, which, despite the titular pants, 
attempts to provide its target audience relatable characters and situations, Cecily von 
Ziegesar's (2003) Gossip Girl series takes a very different tactic. Rather than showing the 
lives of everyday teens in a realistic setting, von Ziegesar centers her series on a group of 
teenagers from extremely wealthy, privileged backgrounds. These characters, led by Blair 
Waldorf and Serena van der Woodsen, live in Manhattan and attend elite, expensive 
private schools in the Upper East Side of New York City. The series follows the 
characters as they pursue romance, undergo the stress of college applications, and, most 
importantly, try to stay at the top of their social circles. Because I'm Worth It, the fourth 
book in the series, focuses on Blair's romantic problems, Serena's foray into modeling, 
and the early admissions decisions for several of the secondary characters, including 
Blair's stepbrother, Aaron Rose. 
Since its debut in 2002, the Gossip Girl series has held a prominent place in teen 
popular culture. Besides the original book series, which consisted of 12 books, there have 
also been prequels, and two spinoff book series as well as a series of graphic novels and a 
parody that takes the original book and reimagines the characters as psychotic murderers. 
The series also spawned a popular television series in 2007 and inspired a number of 
other Y AL books about the exploits of wealthy teenagers in a myriad of different 
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settings, including Los Angeles (The A-List), the Hamptons (The Au Pairs), and early 20th 
century Manhattan (The Luxe). 
The series' success and its blatant celebration of consumer culture have attracted 
the attention of critics in the mass media and in academia. Somereviewers, including 
Emily Nussbaum (2005) and Janet Malcolm (2008), applaud the books' wry wit and sly 
commentary on the inner lives of teens. However, the books have also been a lightning 
rod for controversy. Although Wendy Glenn (2008) proposes that texts like the Gossip 
Girl series "provide the ideal opportunity to engage adolescents in discussions that 
encourage the development of a critical stance" (p.40), concerns about the by the books' 
mature situations, anti-feminist messages, and blatant consumerism abound. Lamb and 
Brown (2006), for instance, argue that the books have a misogynistic streak that 
"celebrate[s] the pleasure of gossip and the belief that there is a set group of other girls, 
girls who think too much of themselves and who have far too much, who deserve to be 
humiliated .... Why aren't girl readers invited to have such pleasure at the expense of 
entitled boys in the series?" (p.183). 
Appearances and attractiveness.Given the series ' preoccupation with fashion, it 
is unsurprising that Because I'm Worth It promotes a superficial treatment of looks. 
Unlike The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, which highlights thedisadvantages of 
physical beauty, or Twilight, which uses looks to symbolize the characters' status, von 
Ziegesar's (2003) work features female characters who seem inordinately blessed with 
good looks. Furthermore, the book portrays physical characteristics as more mutable than 
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the other two books do. Despite the characters' preoccupation with obtaining or 
maintaining their physical perfection and brief moments of anxiety over their 
appearances, they acknowledge that money, the right stylist, and expensive services can 
compensate for and correct a myriad of flaws. 
The main female characters (and many of the secondary female characters) seem 
physically flawless. This is particularly true in the case of Serena van der Woodsen, one 
of the series' two heroines. Von Ziegesar (2003) references Serena' s looks numerous 
times within two pages. From her "shimmering pale blonde hair" (p.8), nice figure, and 
"enormous dark blue eyes" (p.9), Serena's corporeal beauty is evident and well-
documented. Later, as Serena is at school, the text notes that despite her messy bun and 
fishnet stockings, she manages to avoid "a very white-trash moment" (p.63) because 
Serena has an "1-can-get-away-with-this-because-I-look-good-in-anything" (p.63) 
quality. Serena also lands a serendipitous modeling job for Fashion Week in Bryant Park 
by simply shopping at the right store at the right time. After she asks the person who hires 
her if she needs to prepare or practice for the show, he tells her "Honey, you're a natural, 
trust me, you ' lllook good no matter what you do" (p.83). Just in case readers have 
missed this tribute to Serena's preternatural good looks from this exchange, von Ziegesar 
goes so far as to have "four cabs on West Fourteenth Street [screech] to a halt and [honk] 
for her attention" (p.83) after she leaves the store. The chapter ends with the wry 
question, "See how difficult it is to be so beautiful?" (p.83). 
Besides having an almost incandescently beautiful heroine, Because I'm Worth It 
also promotes the idea that physical appearances can be easily altered or changed. Blair, 
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who is also at the center of the books' universe, spends her peer-group session 
envisioning the cut she was going to get when she went for her appointment 
during double free period. She was going to have them do a mahogany rinse to get 
rid of the copper-colored highlights, and then she wanted it cut short, in a modern, 
superstylish sort of way. (p.7) 
Although Blair views her role as peer group leader as integral to getting into Yale, she is 
unable to dedicate herself to the task because of her desire to improve her appearance, 
which she believes will translate into enhancing her entire person. Many of the secondary 
characters similarly wish to change their appearance in order to become more physically 
attractive. Jenny wants breast reduction surgery, and her classmate Elise announces that 
she's "planning to lose ten pounds before the end of the year" (p.97) during a fit of 
"aspirational shopping" (p.97, emphasis in the original text) where Elise buys clothes not 
for the body she currently has but for the one she wants to achieve. Even the beautiful 
Serena is not immune to the notion that looks can be improved. During her photo shoot 
for an advertising campaign, she is "a perfect illustration of every human emotion Les 
Best wanted to encapsulate in his new perfume ad. They'd have to airbrush out the 
cigarette ... and the goosebumps . . . but you'd be surprised how easy that is to do" (p.211). 
This elevated view of appearance extends beyond the characters' physical 
attributes to their clothing. Von Ziegesar (2003) uses the affluent Manhattan setting as an 
opportunity to name-drop a plethora of real and fictional designer names into the 
dialogue and narration. The first page alone refers to exclusive brand names such as Dior, 
Oscar de la Renta, and Manolos. Serena does not just wear a coat and boots; she wears 
97 
"StephaneKelian brown suede boots and [a] navy blue Les Best pea coat" (p.39). Even a 
nameless character who does not appear again carries a "lavender leather Better Than 
Naked tote bag" (p.l22). Furthermore, just as physical looks provide cues for the 
characters ' standing in the social hierarchy, clothing and brand names serve as an 
outward manifestation of the characters' importance. For instance, the novel disparages 
those who do not wear striking or expensive, brand-name garments. The text belittles one 
teacher who wears a "dark gray wool pinafore dress that looked like it had been made by 
nuns somewhere cold and fashionless" (p.94) with L.L Bean clogs. Similarly, the 
narrator, observing one character's "Kelly green Dolce &Gabbana coat from a weekend 
sample sale" (p.65), comments that it is "no wonder [the coat] never sold out back in 
October" (p.65). Consequently, despite the designer label attached to the coat, the 
narrator automatically dismisses its worth on account of its perceived price and its 
unflattering appearance 
Similar to Brashares's (2001) novel, Because I'm Worth It espouses the idea that 
clothes and appearances can change an individual's personality. However, unlike 
Brashares, who shows that a pair of jeans and what it symbolizes can bring about innate, 
meaningful changes, von Ziegesar (2003) uses clothing and alienable appearances to 
illustrate just how superficial a change brought on by a makeover can be. After Blair gets 
her hair cut, she remarks to herself that she cannot 
believe how a simple haircut could change everything so drastically. She'd 
already tried on every flirty empire-waisted top and A-line skirt Bendel's had in 
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stock-exactly the same pieces she'd always worn and looked good in, but now 
they were all wrong. (p.43) 
Although her initial remark is that everything has changed because of this haircut, the 
following sentences make it apparent that the "everything" in question, at least to Blair, is 
attractive clothing. Blair does make a superficial attempt at changing her attitude; after 
running into several younger schoolmates at the department store, she attempts to help 
them with their makeup. As she leaves, she notes that "This was more than just a Jiffy 
Lube change of hairstyle. Like a true diva, she was going for the entire weekend spa 
package, including the spiritual overhaul" (p.46). However, this change of heart does not 
last, and Blair reassumes her role as intimidating queen bee by the end of the book. 
With friends like these: Friends and frenemies in the Gossip Girlworld. If The 
Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants presented female friendship as close but complicated, 
Because I'm Worth It portrays female relationships as transient, shallow, and lacking in 
any sense of loyalty or selflessness. Instead of forming bonds based on mutual care and 
trust, the friendships are based on convenience and the characters' desire to use others to 
get what they want. 
The most obvious toxic friendship in Because I'm Worth It is the one between 
Serena and Blair. They are supposedly best friends, but neither seems deeply invested in 
the relationship. Although Serena is benign, she also is blissfully unaware of other 
people's moods or needs, including those of her supposed best friend. For instance, when 
two of her classmates try to persuade Serena to gossip about Blair's recent haircut, 
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Serena simply tells them "I think it looks cool" (von Ziegesar, 2003, p.67). However, she 
does not say this out of loyalty to Blair; instead, she is too busy "trying to come up with 
the perfect you-got-into college! gift" (p.67) for her boyfriend. In a similar fashion, after 
Blair leaves the cafeteria in distress upon learning that the man with whom she almost 
had an affair is a classmate's father, Serena "unwittingly [sets] the record straight" 
(p.178) when the other girls start gossiping about Blair's actions. Rather than accurately 
reading her friend ' s misery, Serena attributes the reaction to stress regarding college 
admissions. Even when Serena tries to help others, she appears somewhat thoughtless . 
When one of the freshmen in her peer counseling group says that her father is having an 
affair, Serena tells Blair, her co-leader, that "I was just telling them [the group] how all 
families are totally fucked up. Actually, Blair, your family is a perfect example" (p.175). 
Although she does not say this out of spite, this statement serves a prime example of 
Serena's obliviousness to others' feelings. 
If Serena is unaware of others' needs, Blair might have some cognizance of them 
but lacks the desire to do anything about them unless doing so fits her mood and her 
ultimate agenda. Blair views Serena as a threat to her popularity and her power and often 
seems very resentful of Serena's carefree ways. Blair's jealousy and anger at Serena is 
often more malevolent than Serena's benign thoughtlessness. She condemns Serena as 
"goddamned insensitive" (von Ziegesar, 2003, p.9) when Serena wants to talk about her 
new boyfriend, who happens to "be Blair's new pseudohippie, guitar-playing, 
dreadlocked stepbrother" (p.9). Upon Serena's debut at the Les Best fashion show, Blair 
cannot contain her envy and wants "to cover her diamond-studded ears to block out the 
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sound of everyone whispering Serena's name. Those eyes! Those legs! ... It was 
completely nauseating" (p.ll8, emphasis in the original). At the book's conclusion, the 
two have become friends again. However, this is partially because Blair decides that 
Serena van der Woodsen-her supposed best friend-was the absolute queen of 
comebacks. This past fall Serena had been kicked out of boarding school. ... But 
in a series of show-stealing cameos Serena had won everyone back, Blair 
included, and now she was the star of a fucking international perfume campaign. 
If anyone could help Blair shimmy her way back to the top and make everyone 
fall in love with her again, Serena could. (p.227) 
Blair's cold-hearted synopsis of Serena's social descent and rise illustrates that she has 
little use for Serena unless Serena has something she wants or needs. 
Her interactions with the other female characters further illustrate Blair's inability 
to form real friendships. As the head of one of her high school's peer groups, she tries to 
be sensitive to one of the member's inability to eat in front of others. However, her only 
motivation is to "stand out as the best peer group leader in the senior class" (von 
Ziegesar, 2003, p.7) so that the head of the peer group will write her a glowing 
recommendation letter for Yale. Even when she attempts to do something outwardly 
supportive for another character, her thoughts betray her inherently selfish motivations. 
At the upscale boutique Les Best, Blair helps Jenny and Elyse, two freshman who are far 
below her in social standing, select makeup that will make the most of their features. As 
she is giving them "a little big-sisterly advice" (p.44), she mentally refers to them as 
"she-really-should-have-a-breast-reduction Ginny, and in-desperate-need-of-a-makeover 
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Eliza, or whatever their names were" (p.44 ). Furthermore, while the makeup lesson takes 
only a few minutes, she finds that her "little Help the Hopeless campaign [is] starting to 
wear thin" (p.45) . 
While Blair and Serena provide many examples of the lack of true friendship in 
this book, Because I'm Worth It has a myriad of less noticeable but still telling 
interactions among the other characters. Jenny, an unpopular freshman trying to navigate 
her way around the complicated social hierarchy of Constance Billard School for Girls, 
reluctantly starts spending time with her classmate Elise. Despite her reservations, Jenny 
agrees to go out with her because she thinks "it might be kind of nice to hang out with a 
girl for once, even though Elise seemed kind of prissy and immature" (von Ziegesar, 
2003, p.43). Although her estimation of Elise does not improve during the course of the 
story, they consider themselves best friends for lack of other options. The interactions 
and perceptions of the school's peer group program are even more caustic. The girls in 
Blair's peer group view it not as an opportunity to learn about relevant issues and be 
mentored but as "the place to pick up the latest fashion trends from the two coolest girls 
in school. .. [and] be a major resource for gossip" (p.lO, emphasis in the original). From 
the central characters to the subsidiary ones, friendship is overlooked in favor of gossip 
and social advancement. 
Good Girls and other girls.Unlike The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants and 
Twilight, where the portrayals of good and bad are obvious and (for the most part) 
uncompromising, Because I'm Worth It offers a more nihilistic set of values. At first 
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glance, the female characters that comprise the series' focus seem to align upon opposite 
axes. However, a closer examination shows that von Ziegesar (2003) blurs the lines 
between the good girls and the other girls in the series. 
Blair Waldorf and Serena van der W oodsen, the two characters the Gossip Girl 
series centers on, provide the most notable play upon the trope. Von Ziegesar (2003) 
makes them polar opposites in regards to their looks and their approaches to life. 
However, despite these differences, the characters are very similar in regards to their 
actions and ultimate desires, thus blurring the lines between the good girl and the other 
girl. Furthermore, rather than making benign Serena the unequivocal good girl and 
calculating Blair the other girl, von Ziegesar complicates the trope by portraying Blair as 
a good girl in the sense that she is not as promiscuous as Serena. Ultimately, by endowing 
the characters with negative traits and empty desires, the author portrays a world where 
the wealthy and beautiful protagonists do what they desire with very few consequences. 
Upon their first appearances in Because I'm Worth It, Serena and Blair seem to 
provide each other with the perfect foil. Blonde Serena floats through life with few cares. 
Her incandescent good looks and her ability to give "herself entirely to whatever she was 
into at the moment" (von Ziegesar, 2003, p.39, emphasis in the original) provide her with 
numerous opportunities, such as modeling for an exclusive designer during New York's 
Fashion Week, that make her the envy of her peers. She initially seems to fill the role of 
the good girl because of her lack of malice and because of her constant stream of good 
luck. However, beyond being an anodyne presence, she shares more characteristics with 
the other girl stereotype. 
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Like the traditional other girls, Serena is aware of and secure in her attractiveness, 
and she has no qualms about being judged based on her looks or using them to get what 
she wants without having to put forth much effort. When she wants to get her boyfriend 
an exclusive present at Les Best Couture, she uses her looks as leverage because the 
designer wants her as a model. As she leaves the boutique, the narrator underscores 
Serena's good luck and good looks by noting that "she no sooner lifted her cashmere-
mittened hand than four cabs ... screeched to a halt and hocked for her attention. See how 
difficult it is to be so beautiful?" (p.83). She also has no problems displaying her beauty 
and affections in public, and her lack of inhibitions similarly places her in other girl 
territory. Besides her numerous appearances in varied states of dishabille, Serena also 
proclaims to her unrestrained approach to physical, romantic contact by telling her peer 
group, "I think anyone should be able to kiss anyone .... Kissing is fun!" (p.176) . 
Furthermore, like the "other girls" in earlier books, Serena's indiscriminate 
attitude leads to the end of her romance with Aaron. She alienates him by publicly 
proclaiming her feelings for him at the fashion show, which leads him to break up with 
her during the shoot for her new fragrance line. However, this ostensible punishment 
provides little grief for Serena and even contributes the success of her modeling. As she 
watches Aaron leave, the photographer manages to get a shot that is "a perfect illustration 
of every human emotion Les Best wanted to encapsulate in his new perfume ad" (p.211) . 
In contrast to Serena's passive serendipity, von Ziegesar (2003) makes Blair a 
more driven and active character. She lacks Serena's perpetually good fortune, so she 
constantly seeks to improve her already enviable situation. However, this sense of 
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enterprise also comes with a sense of cunning and maliciousness that Serena lacks. Her 
introduction labels Blair as "the bitchiest, vainest girl in the entire senior class, or maybe 
the entire world" (p.5), and her subsequent actions and thoughts provide ample support 
for the description. Unlike Serena, she has long-term, albeit shallow, goals for her life: 
Getting into Yale had been Blair's sole mission in life-well, besides marrying 
Nate Archibald and living happily ever after in the ivy-covered brick town house 
just off Fifth that she already had picked out. (p.50) 
Furthermore, Blair constantly schemes and plots in order to put herself in the best 
possible position to get what she wants. During her preparations for her Yale interview, 
she mentally practices her answers about her extracurricular activities, even though she 
admits that she is "a first-class liar .... The whole soup kitchen thing is completely bogus, 
and she'd sort of skipped the part about the seven otherchairpeople who'd help raise the 
money for Little Hearts" (p.62, emphasis in the original). 
Despite these machinations, Blair is far from a thoughtful or intelligent character. 
Her shallow understanding of the world along with her devious nature and impetuous 
romanticism often lead her to make foolhardy decisions that have unintended, if easily 
rectified, consequences. While these ramifications might signal that Blair fills the role of 
the other girl, the lack of long-term effects as well as some of her actions and thoughts 
makes it harder to determine irrefutably whether she is truly an other girl or just another, 
more complex version of a good girl. 
Like the heroines in earlier young adult series books, most of Blair's energy and 
planning is devoted to romantic pursuits. At one point, she considers pursuing a 
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relationship with Owen Wells, her second alumni interview for Yale and a friend of her 
father's. She goes so far as to call Owen one evening and invite him to join her in a hotel 
suite so they "can watch TV and order room service" (von Ziegesar, 2003, p.157). During 
this assignation, she contemplates sleeping with Owen despite the fact that he is older and 
married. She ends up leaving the hotel, but rather than being stopped by her morals or 
scruples, but because she "was pretty sure the nice girls Audrey [Hepburn] played didn't 
lose their virginities in hotel rooms with married older men" (p.159). Although this 
decision stems from her rather skewed view of the world rather than from a sense of what 
is right and wrong, this decision complicates Blair's other girl status. 
Her pursuit of the perfect romance also causes another misadventure for Blair. 
After realizing that Owen is not formally estranged from his wife and that he is the father 
of one of schoolmates, she decides to enter a drug rehabilitation center in an attempt to 
reconcile with her ex-boyfriend, Nate, who has been spending time in rehab after getting 
caught trying to purchase drugs from an undercover police officer. To Blair, the 
rehabilitation center, which she imagines is like a luxurious spa, will provide her the 
prime opportunity "to emerge ... refreshed and rejuvenated with her handsome leading 
man" (p. 214). When she discovers Nate's infatuation with another girl, she decides 
"rehab [is] nothing like a spa; it [is] just another classroom full of pathetic losers" 
(p.226) . Rather than spending any additional time there, she manipulates Serena into 
coming to get her and stands by the side of the road, "looking defiantly sure of herself, 
even though the plot had changed and the script had to be entirely rewritten" (p.228). 
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The Participants' Responses to Because I'm Worth It 
Despite the commercial success of the Gossip Girl franchise, Because I'm Worth 
It proved to be the one book in the study that none of the girls had read before. Although 
they all had some familiarity with the general premise of the series and had either read 
some of the books or watched the television show, they approached Because I'm Worth It 
with few expectations. The overarching themes that emerged from the interviews with the 
participants included their responses to the characters, their assessment of the portrayal of 
friendship among teenage girls, and their interpretation of the author's copious use of 
brand names. 
"They're All Just Stupid Idiots": Responses to the Characters. If The 
Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants presented a set of characters where "there is someone 
for everyone" (Hayley, personal communication, December 3, 2010), Because I'm Worth 
It offers teenage characters so exaggerated and unrealistic that they become caricatures. 
This depiction was not lost on the participants. Although the participants were able to 
identify a character they recognized as interesting or "the least bad" (Hayley, personal 
communication, January 28, 2011), all but Ellie admitted to having a difficult time 
connecting with the book and its inhabitants. Furthermore, even though Ellie, Hayley, 
and Meredith confessed to viewing the book as a guilty pleasure, all of the participants 
were very critical of the female characters and what they imply about teenage girls. 
Unsurprisingly, their ambivalence was clearest with Blair. Their differing 
reactions to the character partially stem from their personal experiences. Celia, Hayley, 
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and Ellie, the three youngest participants, had a difficult time relating to and 
understanding the character, who they viewed as someone who is too extreme and 
dramatic . As Celia stated in her interview, Blair "blows everything out of proportion" 
(personal communication, December 8, 2010). These three participants each had a 
difficult time finding parallels between Blair's situation and their own. However, their 
difficulties came from very different places. Hayley's lack of understanding of Blair' s 
motivations provided the basis for her strong aversion to the character. When talking 
about Blair, Hayley said she "didn't understand [Blair's] intentions for some of the things 
she did" (personal communication, January 27, 2011) because the character seemed to 
change her mind at a moment's notice. Ellie also was not able to relate to Blair, but this 
lack of connection seemed to come from her perception of Blair's maturity. Ellie saw 
Blair's actions as being those of: 
A 30-year-old or a 25[ -year-old]-she just doesn't act like someone who's 17 .. .. 
She's very mature. She goes into bars with her Yale interviewer. I don't think 
they would let me in, even if I was 17. (personal communication, June 11, 2011) 
In contrast, Celia took a more philosophical approach when summarizing her and her 
peers' reactions to the character. Rather than seeing Blair as someone to relate to and 
aspire to be like, Celia argued that "most people don't say 'I love Blair.' Maybe they love 
the character, but not in the way to want to be her friend" (personal communication, 
December 8, 2010). This distinction implies that Celia was able to perceive that others 
might find the character entertaining if not likeable. 
If the younger participants had difficulties finding common ground with Blair, 
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Meredith and Vivienne had a different perspective of the character. Rather than viewing 
her as an indecisive, acquisitive, and amoral individual, these participants had a more 
nuanced interpretation and even found some of Blair' s more dubious characteristics real, 
if not admirable. For Meredith, Blair was an interesting character because "she has a 
purpose, she knows why she wants to do something" (personal communication, 
December 17, 2010). Both Meredith and Vivienne focused on this sense of purpose when 
supporting their assessment of Blair. They were able to empathize with Blair's college 
application anxiety and desire to find the perfect college since, as juniors, they were 
facing a similar dilemma. For Meredith, Blair's "wanting to get into the perfect college" 
(personal communication, December 17, 2010) was the only relatable aspect of the book 
since she could understand Blair's need to be "known as one of the perfect ones ... that got 
into Yale. [She wants people to know] she's not just pretty; she can do everything else 
too" (personal communication, December 17, 201 0). In addition to their identification 
with Blair' s college admissions process, part of their acceptance came from the contrast 
Blair provided when set against the other characters. Meredith and Vivienne found Blair 
to be the more compelling and understandable character. Meredith identified her as the 
most compelling character in the book because "there was much more substance and 
honesty to Blair" (Meredith, December 17, 2010) than there was to the other characters. 
Similarly, Vivienne found that "Blair had a little more" (personal communication, June 3, 
2011) going on in her life than Serena did and therefore found her a more interesting 
character. 
In contrast to their disparate assessment of Blair, the participants' reactions to 
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Serena were more consistent. With the exception of Ellie, the participants found the 
character to be lacking. Although they all recognized that she was nicer, or at the very 
least, more benign, than Blair, none of them found the character especially compelling. 
Hayley, who was often not overly discerning when it came to character nuances, stated 
that "Serena seems pretty nice, but there's something there [that is] a little iffy .... She's 
really nice, but it seems like she's kind of self-centered" (personal communication, 
January 28, 2011). Vivienne similarly criticized the character for her one-dimensional 
desires, but rather than attributing this triviality to self-absorption, she claimed that it 
came from lack of true characterization: 
I feel like whenever we saw Serena, at least in this book, she's like, "Hi, I'm in 
love, oh, and look I'm a model, oh, I'm in love, look, I'm a model, oh, I'm in 
love ... oh, now I'm not in love-that's sad." I feel like she had no character type at 
all. (personal communication, June 3, 2011) 
Celia's and Meredith's sentiments about the character echoed the stance that Serena was 
not a fully developed character. Furthermore, their analysis went beyond just thinking 
about Serena but also considered von Ziegesar's (2003) culpability in the matter. For 
instance, Meredith blamed the author for the lack of compelling information or backstory 
that might help explain Serena's aimlessness. While she didn't "mind that Serena doesn't 
know what she wants to do, [her attitude] to just accept anything that happens .. .it was 
just obnoxious .. .. I felt it was the author's fault for not bringing anything into that" 
(personal communication, December 17, 20 10). 
Although Jenny Humphreys was a secondary character, she received a great deal 
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of attention from the participants. Her character enjoyed the warmest reception from 
them because they recognized her as a more realistic character, if only by virtue of 
comparison to Blair and Serena. When discussing Jenny, all of the participants mentioned 
how average she seemed .. This sense of kinship was strong with Ellie and Hayley. Ellie, 
the only freshman participant, deemed Jenny "an average freshman .... She's really 
clueless at one point" (personal communication, June 11, 2011). When she elaborated on 
her thoughts on Jenny and what she wants, Ellie used herself as a way of justifying her 
answer: 
She hasn't exactly found what she wants in life. There's no point A to point B 
with her-it's more like [day to day with her thinking], "I don't know what I 
want," which is okay-I don't know where I wanna go to college yet. I don't know 
what my major if gonna be. I'm only a freshman in high school. (personal 
communication, June 11, 2011) 
Age and similar experiences also helped Hayley connect to the character in a way that 
was missing when she read about Blair and Serena. Hayley also found some of Jenny's 
personality traits and experiences applicable to her own life, since Jenny is "kinda 
insecure . ... And [is] trying to figure out how to go through high school and stuff' 
(personal communication, January 28, 20 11). For Hayley, Jenny served as not just a 
window into the privileged world in Because I'm Worth It but also as a reflection of 
someone struggling with the issues and questions she was facing in real life. 
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"They really need someone to say, 'No, you can't do this"': The lack of 
parents in the Gossip Girl world. Although many young adult books, including the three 
books in this study, lack a strong parental presence, four of the participants took 
particular exception to the absence of parents in Because I'm Worth It. Rather than 
presenting these readers with an idealized situation where the teenage characters had the 
freedom and resources to do as they pleased in the romanticized Manhattan setting, the 
nonexistence of parental figures was cited not as the ultimate wish fulfillment but as a 
contributing factor to the characters' poor choices. While Vivienne and Meredith both 
mentioned the lack of parents in their interviews, this dearth was especially disconcerting 
to Ellie and Hayley. 
For Vivienne and Meredith, the shortage of parental figures was notable, if only 
in passing. They recognized the absence of parents, even though they did not view this as 
being highly unusual. When discussing the parents, both girls cited the role of parental 
expectations when it came to college admissions, which is something they both were 
contending with themselves during the time of the interviews. Meredith argued that Blair 
was concerned about getting into Yale because "Aaron's going to Harvard, so it's like 
she has to do the next step. She can ' t be the disappointing one, even though her parents 
aren't even thinking about it" (personal communication, December 17, 2010). Similarly, 
when Vivienne was asked why Blair wanted to attend Yale, her response was, "Didn' t 
her parents go to Yale?" (personal communication, June 3, 2011), since she viewed this 
as Blair' s primary motivation. Additionally, Vivienne' s interpretation of parents as 
nonentities addressed another aspect of her own experiences. Even though she admitted 
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"it was odd" (personal communication, June 3, 2011) that the parents did not factor into 
any of the plot, she admitted that the lack of parents made some sense, "because [all the 
characters are] second semester seniors. They're gonna be on their own soon anyway" 
(personal communication, June 3, 2011). As someone who was raised by a single mother 
and was about to become a senior in high school, Vivienne viewed the characters' 
autonomy as somewhat believable and realistic. 
However, not all of the participants had such a nonchalant attitude to the absence 
of parents in Because I'm Worth It. Hayley and Ellie, who were a sophomore and a 
freshman, respectively, during their interviews, found this absenceimprobable. Ellie 
contended: 
nowadays, [most parents have] the part-time thing where you can just be home, 
and you can work and do other things, and you're there for your kids .... I mean, 
even if you live in like Chicago or straight in the middle of Boston, your parents 
are gonna end up being with you most of the time. (personal communication, June 
11, 2011) 
Both of Ellie's parents work, but while her father had an office job, her mother's 
occupation as landlord allowed for her more flexibility to spend time with her children. 
Additionally, Hayley conceded the situation where the parents are absent "might be 
realistic" (personal communication, January 28, 2011) for some people, but it was not 
standard for everyone. 
Furthermore, both Hayley and Ellie pointed to the lack of parents as a possible 
reason why the characters made so many poor choices. Ellie said she believed "that the 
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kids probably feel deprived. They're probably like, 'Where are my parents if I need 
something?"' (personal communication, June 11, 2011). Hayley was even more forthright 
in her criticism of the parents ' absence and the resulting lack of structure and guidance 
for the characters: 
I think it's the lack of parental decisions for [the characters] that makes them so 
crazy . ... They cut class all the time. You would think that their parents would 
actually be like, "No, you have to go to school. Even though you're a senior in 
second semester doesn't mean that you can't go to school." (personal 
communication, January 28, 2011) 
Hayley concluded her assessment by maintaining the characters "really need someone to 
be like, 'No, you can't do this' so that they have more structure" (personal 
communication, January 28, 2011). Rather than reveling in the fantasy situation where 
parental authority does not exist, both Hayley and Ellie found the condition unsettling 
and ultimately harmful for the characters. 
"The weirdest best friends I have ever read about": Reactions to female 
friendship in the Gossip Girl universe. While the participants viewed Bras hares's 
(200 1) idealistic depiction of female friendship as being unbelievable and unrealistic, 
they also had misgivings regarding von Ziegesar's (2003) more jaundiced view of female 
bonds. None of the participants found much to admire in regards to the friendships in 
Because I'm Worth It; however, they remained divided over whether the portrayal was 
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ultimately negative or even that unrealistic, particularly when compared to their own 
experiences. 
Although the participants' reactions to the relationships were varied, they all 
agreed that none of the girls in the book shared a close friendship. This was particularly 
clear in their discussions of Serena and Blair, who are supposedly best friends. The 
participants said this friendship seemed based more on convenience, social standing, and 
need rather than a true sense of kinship or shared interests. In her explanation of Blair and 
Serena's friendship, Ellie compared it to the position of people on speed dial. For Blair, 
Serena is "someone on your speed dial of number six or something. [It means you are] 
not important, but I still need you" (personal communication, June 10, 2011). 
Four of the girls even questioned whether "friends" was an accurate designation 
for the relationship Serena and Blair share. Hayley asserted, "It's not like a relationship 
that would be called friends. They're not really friends, just more like people who would 
help each other in some cases" (personal communication, January 28, 2011). Meredith 
also challenged the friendship between the characters because they did not seem to have 
any serious conversations with each other and, in her mind, deep communication was the 
mark of true friendship. She remarked, "They didn't discuss anything deep, which is why 
I don't think they're friends. I think it's based on mutual need. 'I can't just talk to myself 
out loud about how awful my life is ; I have to have at least someone else there. This is 
the other most popular person in the school, so it might as well be them"' (personal 
communication, December 10, 2010). 
This theme of the characters' vacillation between opportunism and apathy in 
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friendship was a prominent one in all of the interviews. Just as the participants were 
certain that Serena and Blair were not really friends, they also asserted that the girls in the 
book were friends only when it was convenient or when the characters thought they could 
benefit from the friendship. Both Hayley and Vivienne characterized Serena and Blair's 
relationship as a nonsexual "friends with benefits" situation in that "they only really like 
each other when they need each other" (Vivienne, personal communication, June 3, 
2011). Celia reaffirmed this perception, but she also qualified her statement by 
recognizing that the friendship was not equal in that Serena and Blair "seem to be taking 
advantage of each other. .. [but it is] Blair more than Serena" (personal communication, 
December 8, 2010). 
While Blair and Serena offered the participants the most obvious example of 
unhealthy, codependent friendship, they were not the only characters the subjects 
mentioned when considering the platonic relationships in the book. Hayley, Vivienne, 
Meredith, and Celia all noted Elise and Jenny's complicated association, which some of 
them found even more disturbing than the one between the two main characters. Like 
Serena and Blair, Elise and Jenny spend time together because of convenience, since as 
unpopular and unfashionable freshmen, they lack other options and are desperate for 
anyone to befriend. However, Elise's reasons become more personal, since she is 
attracted to Jenny. Although they try some sexual experimentation, Jenny does not share 
Elise's curiosity or interest, and she eventually meets a boy, much to Elise's chagrin. 
Hayley found the relationship "kind of weird because ... Elise likes Jenny more 
than Jenny likes Elise, like as a friend. And Elise ... [is] kind of needy, like she really 
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wants Jenny to be with her and hang out with her and do stuff with her" (personal 
communication, January 28, 2011). Even Celia, who tended to have the most measured 
responses, remarked that it was troubling "when Elyse is pushing Jenny to you know, 
maybe be more sexual than she wants .... I think Jenny needs to speak up about it more 
which is definitely hard in that situation, you don't want to lose your friend and you don't 
want to be pressured" (personal communication, December 8, 2010). 
Although the participants' descriptions of the book's friendships were uniform, 
their responses diverged when asked to consider whether these depictions were realistic. 
However, all of the girls drew upon their own experiences as a point of comparison and 
used these experiences to help support their answers. Both Meredith and Vivienne found 
the platonic relationships highly unrealistic because of their experiences. In particular, 
Meredith also found the fact that none of the characters have real friends unrealistic 
because 
everyone I know in high school, including me, [has real friendships.] I have about 
five to 10 close friends and 25 or 30 other people I hang out with all the time. I 
have at least 10 really strong bonds with people in high school and I can't even 
name one for Blair. (personal communication, December 10, 2010) 
Moreover, Meredith found the viciousness between the female characters unrealistic 
because teenage girls 
can be that catty, but I think at the same time, they have to have real, fulfilling 
relationships with other girls . Maybe because I'm with such a nice group of 
friends, I don't think I've had any fights in high school. In elementary school, it 
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was way different, with tons of backs tabbing going on, so I feel that can happen. 
[However,] even with backstabbing, people took sides so you're with someone. It 
wasn't sole backstabbing [which is portrayed in the book]. (personal 
communication, December 10, 201 0) 
Vivienne similarly found the friendships in this work not true to life because her school 
did not have that "hierarchy of high school nonsense ... you know, the whole hierarchy of 
'I'm kind of friends. Not really. I'm friends when I wannabe friends' sort of deal" 
(personal communication, June 3, 2011 ). Although she conceded that some "New York 
high schools maybe or other high schools"' (personal communication, June 3, 2011) 
operated under this sort of social stratification, she concluded that this situation was 
possible but not likely. 
Ellie and Hayley offered a different perspective and defended the portrayal of 
friendship as being true to life. Ellie made a comparison between Serena and Blair's 
reciprocal relationship to an interaction she would have with someone at school: 
[It is] like that friendly person who says, "Oh, you were in my math class a bunch 
of times. I borrow your notes, you borrow my notes. I went to your party once, 
and you went over to my house once to study for a thing. I need you to get me out 
of rehab." (personal communication, June 10, 2011) 
Hayley's rationale was less glib but similarly drew from her own experience. When asked 
which relationships, if any, she thought mirrored real life, she said: 
The frenemies one, I could see that happening, and it probably does happen. And 
then the needy one, like, definitely high school is a point where you really need 
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friends to be with or else people will see you as a loner or something, and you 
really care about how others see you, so I can see that happening. (personal 
communication, January 28, 2011) 
Although Hayley did not view these types of relationships as positive, she acknowledged 
their presence in real life. For her, it was better to have a potentially venomous or unequal 
friendship than the alternative of having no one to befriend because of the loneliness and 
the possible judgment that comes with being a loner. 
"I just wear what I wear": The use of brand names in Because I'm Worth It. 
One of the main reasons the Gossip Girl series has received so much attention in the 
mainstream press is the author's use of brand names. Like Sex and the City, another 
female-oriented series following the lives of wealthy women in New York City, the 
Gossip Girl books prominently features real-world designer labels, and the author of a 
study of the first three books in the series estimates that "readers are exposed to a brand 
name every 1.15 pages" (Johnson, 2007, p.16). Nevertheless, despite the prodigious 
amount of brand-name dropping in the series, this aspect of the book did little to faze the 
participants, who, for the most part, viewed it as a way to establish setting and character 
rather than as materialistic propaganda. 
In contrast to the criticisms about the inclusion of brand names from scholars and 
the mainstream media, most of the participants did not find it distracting. Rather than 
finding the parade of products ranging from Stila lengthening mascara to Hermes Eau 
d'Orange distasteful, four of the five participants interpreted the use ofbrands as a 
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necessary and effective means of conveying the characters' desire and love of material 
possessions. Meredith said she believed that naming the different brands "really helped 
set up the social scene ... .I had a hard time imagining anyone going to school [in New 
York City], and so that really helped me [picture] what they did after school and where 
they were going shopping. I thought that it helped establish the scene" (personal 
communication, December 17, 2010). The connection between the brands and story 
development was also echoed by Celia, who "thought [including the brands] helps show 
what that world is like" (personal communication, December 8, 2010) even though she 
found some of the presence of lesser-known and fictitious brands confusing. Hayley took 
this idea further in her interview because, in addition to showing the characters' world 
and lifestyle, she said the use of brand names was "kind of fun .. . .I think it makes it a 
little bit more realistic and more descriptive. It also is part of their culture. They buy 
designer stuff and always want to have the most 'in' stuff' (personal communication, 
January 28, 2011). 
Vivienne provided the sole exception to viewing the brands' presence as benign 
and even necessary. Unlike the other participants, whose conversation about brand names 
focused on clothing and accessories, Vivienne's responses about brands revolved mostly 
around the different types of cigarettes mentioned. When asked about her initial thoughts 
on the book, she was very forthright in her disbelief about mentioned the cigarette 
brands: 
Nobody can smoke that much, was my reaction .... Oh my god, the brand 
placement of like Marlboro or Native Spirit, American Spirit, whatever spirit it 
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was. Handmade herbal cigarettes .... Like a group of friends can't honestly smoke 
this much-it just like doesn't happen. (personal communication, June 3, 2011) 
Vivienne's reaction to the other brands included in the book had some parallels to the rest 
of the participants, in that she felt "like a lot of brands were more well-known-ish. Like 
Bloomingdale's is more high class than Macy's, and everyone knows Bendels is kind of 
like that. ... I just feel like in a way, [the author was] trying to make it realistic" (personal 
communication, June 3, 2011). However, even as she acknowledged that the brands 
might add to the dubious realism of the book, she still made her disgust known: "On the 
other hand, I kinda just want to smack them. With all the brand name cigarettes in the 
Gossip Girl book, I kinda want to slap them all" (personal communication, June 3, 2011). 
The participants' acceptance of brand names did not necessarily translate into 
embracing the book's materialistic culture in their own lives. Four of them showed 
awareness that this focus on designer labels and constantly wanting the trendiest and 
most sought-after item was not a desired behavior. As a result, several of the subjects 
positioned themselves as apathetic towards designer labels in general and were adamant 
about distancing themselves and their peers from the materialistic culture this book 
suggests is endemic among teenagers. Meredith, Vivienne, and Celia were especially 
vocal about how they and their friends were not obsessed with brands. Rather than 
worrying about a particular designer or brand, each said her personal style centered more 
on personal taste and appearance. In essence, they were more concerned with "if it looks 
good, it's good-it doesn't really matter who made it" (Vivienne, personal 
communication, June 3, 2011). However, even as they dissociated themselves with the 
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label-obsessed culture in Because I'm Worth It, these girls were also careful to clarify 
that they based their opinions and views on what they saw in their lives and that they 
could not speak for teenagers as a whole. For instance, when asked if she knew people 
who were preoccupied with brands, Celia answered: 
people I'm friends with, not so much. On the other hand, in kindergarten through 
eighth grade, I went through really small schools where it's very focused on 
morals and all that stuff.. .. [There were] 20 kids in my graduating class in g th 
grade, so I didn't see that much of them in that sense [of focusing on brand 
names]. Now there are more people [in my high school class], I'm not talking to 
everybody so I don't know as much. Some, yeah, but not that much. In New York, 
it's a place where there's all this stuff and it's everywhere and it's that obvious-it 
makes a difference. (personal communication, December 8, 20 10). 
Vivienne similarly qualified her response by noting that, even though most of her friends 
are not brand conscious, there were some exceptions. Even though most of her friends' 
attitude is "I don ' t really care where you got it-it looks fine on you" (personal 
communication, June 3, 2011), she disclosed, "I know a few girls who are like, 'Oh, look, 
I got this at Prada,' and I'm like, 'Why? It looks kind of hideous, and I don't really get 
the appeal ' " (personal communication, June 3, 2011). 
Regardless of these attempts to distance themselves from the potential influence 
of brand names and their perception that such influence was to be avoided, the 
participants exhibited brand awareness and admitted to being intrigued by some of the 
clothes and accessories mentioned in Because I'm Worth It. Only Celia admitted to not 
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knowing some brands and having a difficult time discerning what the fictional brands 
might mean to the characters. The other girls knew the brands, even if this knowledge did 
not come through their "own discovery [but] through other people talking about them" 
(Meredith, personal communication, December 17, 201 0). After reading the book, 
Hayley wanted to see "some of the boots they have, or like the bags. I would like to see 
their bags" (personal communication, January 28, 2011). Even Meredith, who considered 
herself too mature for adolescent literature and above susceptibility to the inclusion of 
brands, conceded that the real-world connection the brands provided was seductive to the 
reader. When describing Jenny and Elyse's shopping trip, she was in awe that she had 
experienced what they were experiencing because they "go shopping in Macy' s, and I 
was like, 'Wow-I've been to Macy' s! " ' (personal communication, December 17, 201 0). 
In contrast to the other participants, who seemed cognizant of the stigma that 
comes with being too invested in designer labels and seemed somewhat hesitant to 
concede their interest, Ellie fully embraced Because I'm Worth It's celebration of 
consumer culture. Besides believing that the brand names made the book' s setting more 
realistic, she also found the characters' obsession and knowledge with brands "pretty 
typical [because] when I was little when I was introduced to them. I was like five, and my 
mom was like, 'Okay, we're gonna get you a baby stroller from Louis Vuitton. It's your 
birthday present.' It happens, you know" (personal communication, June 10, 2011). Ellie 
went on to explain her interest in and knowledge of labels not as a result of secondhand 
knowledge as Meredith did but as something she knowingly and willingly sought during 
her free time. When asked whether she recognized all of the brands incorporated in the 
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book, she responded she did and explained "I've been to Copley [Place- a high-end 
shopping mall in the area] like a lot. ... Like, Sephora has the designer makeup, so I'm 
like, 'Oh, this stuff is pretty cool.' So you get pretty educated doing those things" 
(personal communication, June 10, 2011). Rather than detaching herself from brand 
names, Ellie proudly exhibited her knowledge and willfully sought it. Furthermore, she 
provided yet another instance of how experience served as a believability filter for these 
readers. 
Analysis of the Participants' Reactions 
Despite the exaggerated nature of Because I'm Worth It, all of the participants 
persisted in their tendency to try and find parallels between their lives and the situations 
depicted in the story. Similar to the results of Elliott and Slater's (1980) study, as well as 
the responses to The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, the participants used the book as 
a way of validating their own conceptions of what it meant to be female. Rather than 
allowing the book to dictate what they should aspire towards, the girls measured the 
book's events and characters against their own experiences and decided whether or not 
the book was realistic and, therefore, worth considering. By viewing the book through 
this lens, "direct experience acts as a modifier" (Elliott & Slater, 1991, p.6). 
Due to the book's lack of characterization, the participants did not feel the same 
affinity for the characters that they had for those in The Sisterhood of the Traveling 
Pants. Nevertheless, their reactions to the characters provided some insight regarding 
their views on what it means to be an adolescent female. The responses to Blair seemed 
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divided between the different age groups. For the younger participants, Blair was an 
unfamiliar and inscrutable being. Their inability to relate to the character prompted them 
to reject her as unrealistic. Furthermore, Hayley and Celia viewed the character as 
possessing traits undesirable for adolescent girls. Blair's tendency towards melodrama 
and her innate selfish nature prompted both these participants to distance themselves 
from her and ultimately find the character unsuitable as a role model for teenage girls. In 
contrast, Vivienne and Meredith designated Blair as being the most compelling, if not the 
nicest, character in Because I'm Worth It. Although they were not enamored with her 
selfish nature, they also acknowledged that Blair possessed ambition and a sense of 
purpose, regardless of how misguided this purpose might appear. This mixed response to 
Blair suggests that the younger pruticipants are ultimately more concerned with the 
character' s amiability and that her unpleasant personality and tendencies mark her as an 
unattractive female avatar. This might also indicate that Hayley and Celia have submitted 
to the crisis described by Pipher (1994) when deciding what it means to be female in that 
they are more concerned with the question "What must I do to please others?" (p.22) than 
valuing independence and assertion. A third explanation for Hayley's and Celia's 
response relates to the idea that Blair is an "other girl" who possesses undesirable 
characteristics and should be viewed with distaste and suspicion (Thompson, 1994). On 
the other hand, Vivienne and Meredith, who were just a year older but were at a very 
different stage in their lives, might have viewed being female as having a greater sense of 
resolve and a clear objective for oneself. Nevertheless, they also recognized that being 
female means pleasing others, as indicated by Meredith's assertion that Blair's desire to 
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attend Yale comes from her drive to live up to others' expectations and to prove herself 
as being the best at everything. 
The conflict between personal desires and the need to please others might also 
have manifested itself in the participants' responses to the use of brand names in Because 
I'm Worth It. Three of the five girls distanced themselves from being interested in the 
numerous brands and products included in the book, and these three participants also 
stated that they did not allow brands to dictate what they wore. However, with the 
exception of Celia, who genuinely seemed disinterested, the participants acknowledged 
some brand awareness in their lives. Hayley admitted to being interested in the clothes 
and accessories von Ziegesar (2003) described, and Meredith, who proclaimed her lack of 
investment in brands, seemed awed by the fact she had a shared shopping experience 
with the characters. This contrast between outwardly stating their disinterest in brands 
while hinting at their curiosity indicates that these participants were aware of the 
implications that come with being obsessed with material goods and brand names. In this 
sense, it is possible that they want to please others, such as their parents or the researcher, 
by dissociating themselves with consumer culture even though they might be interested in 
it. 
Conversely, their very interest, no matter how reluctant, might also be a 
manifestation of a desire to please others. As Christian-Smith's (1987, 1990) work 
indicates, part of the reason girls in young adult literature are portrayed as consumers is 
because of the characters' (and possibly the readers') desire to be attractive, popular, and 
desirable, especially to their peer group and to possible romantic interests. For Ellie, who 
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was very enthusiastic about the brands in the book and her knowledge of brands in real 
life, Hayley, who was somewhat more reluctant about disclosing her interest, and 
Meredith, this interest in brand names and shopping might stem from the desire to be 
pleasing to others. 
Finally, the feminine need for strong relationships was also evident in the 
participants ' discussions on the portrayal of friendship and parent-child relationships. 
With the exception of Ellie, who did not have any objections to the depiction of 
friendship, the participants had very negative responses when asked to describe the 
friendships in the book. Although these remaining four participants differed in regards to 
the realistic nature of the relationships, all of them found the supposed friendships to be 
lacking in some way. They also did not view the friendships between the characters to be 
positive. However, while Vivienne, Meredith, and Celia condemned the relationships as 
undesirable and unrealistic, Hayley found these relationships realistic and admitted that 
having any sort of friends, even the flawed ones presented by von Ziegesar (2003), was 
far better than having no one because "you really need friends to be with or else people 
will see you as a loner or something, and you really care about how others see you" 
(personal communication, January 28, 2011). While the responses underscore the 
importance of relationships in the adolescent development of females (Brown & Gilligan, 
1992; Debold et al., 1999; Gilligan, 1993), the differences in opinions between Ellie and 
Hayley, who were two of the younger and less mature girls in the study, and the other 
participants suggest that these two groups were inhabiting different stages of 
development as described by Erikson (1968). While Ellie and Hayley were still in the 
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midst of the conflict between identity and role diffusion, in which they were still centered 
inward on themselves and how others might see them, the responses of the other three 
girls indicated that they might have started moving into stage of intimacy versus 
isolation. Rather than focusing so much on themselves and what friendship means to their 
identity and others' perceptions of that identity, they were able to think about the 
importance of establishing strong bonds with others. 
Similarly, the participants' responses to the absence of parents were divided 
according to age. While four of the five girls remarked on the lack of parental authority 
or presence, Hayley and Ellie, the younger participants, viewed this deficiency in terms 
of its immediate and probable impact on the teen characters. In contrast to critics and 
researchers (Erikson, 1968; Malcolm, 2008; Trites, 2000) who have stated that the 
rejection of parental figures is an important part of adolescent development and that 
parents are absent in young adult literature in order to provide either wish fulfillment for 
the readers or the opportunity for the characters and readers to assert their own identities, 
Hayley and Ellie found this situation unrealistic and potentially harmful to the characters. 
Furthermore, even though Meredith was not as preoccupied with the nonexistence of 
parents, she still asserted that parents should be key figures in the lives of the characters 
and noted that Blair's anxiety about attending Yale might stem from her parents and her 
desire to fulfill their expectations for her. These responses provide another example of 
where Erikson's (1968) stages of development differ between boys and girls. In contrast 
to his assertion that adolescence is a time marked by "a rebellion against or withdrawal 
from the parental environment" (p.246), the participants appeared concerned about the 
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lack of parents. While potentially contradicting Erikson, these responses align with the 
research on female adolescent development (Apter, 1993; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; 
Debold et al., 1999; Gilligan, 1993; Youniss&Stollar, 1985), which suggests that teenage 
girls not only do not need or seek separation from parents in order to develop their 
identities, but that they also want to maintain strong relationships with parents throughout 
adolescence. 
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Chapter 6: Analysis of and Responses to Twilight 
Themes in Twilight 
The third, and most recent, book in the study is Stephenie Meyer's Twilight. Like 
The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, Twilight was first introduced in 2005 as a stand-
alone novel. However, its popularity caused Meyer to write three additional novels in the 
series. This book introduces readers to Bella Swan, an ordinary 17-year-old girl who 
decides to move to Forks, Washington, to live with her father. Although she hates Forks, 
her attitude changes when she meets Edward Cullen, a handsome and mysterious boy at 
her school. During their first meeting, Bella notices that Edward seems repulsed by her, 
and he misses school for several days afterwards. When he returns, he befriends her, 
mystifying Bella even as she becomes increasingly attracted to him. She soon discovers 
that Edward is a vampire and that her scent is so appealing to him that he initially left 
because he did not want to hurt her. They begin dating despite Edward's fears and the 
opposition he faces from his siblings, who are afraid about anyone outside their family 
knowing about their vampirism. James, another vampire who is not part of the Cullen 
family, decides to hunt and kill Bella. The Cullens eventually kill James, and the book 
ends with Edward denying Bella's request to make her vampire so they can stay together 
forever. 
Similar to the other books in this study, Twilight's popularity has gone beyond the 
realms of adolescent literature and become part of a franchise. In addition to the official 
books by Meyer, which include the Twilight sequels, spin-off books, and graphic novels, 
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a number of unofficial works ranging from Twilight and Philosophy and a Twilight-
themed cookbook have been published to take advantage of the series' fervent fan base. 
The commercial tie-ins from the book series and films, which range from the usual t-
shirts and movie novelizations to jewelry, makeup, games, and dolls, are even more 
diverse and pervasive than those connected to the blatantly commercial Gossip Girl 
books and television show. The series' inescapabilty in popular culture and its fans' 
willingness to consume anything Twilight-related have become staples in the popular 
media. Even The New York Times is not immune to this trend; in November 2011, before 
the premiere of the latest film adaptation, the "Weddings/Celebrations" section ran an 
article on the mystery surrounding Bella's wedding dress that compared the frenzy to a 
royal wedding (Harel, 2011). 
While Twilight's merchandising franchise has not received the criticism often 
leveled at Gossip Girl, the book is not without its critics. Some critics, particularly those 
in the popular media, have praised Meyer and the Twilight series for providing adolescent 
girls with a series to call their own in the vein of Harry Potter(Grossman, 
2008).Twilight's detractors claim the book promotes a patriarchal worldview and 
encourages readers to believe that romance should be their ultimate goal. 
Appearances in Twilight. Compared to the long accounts of the characters' looks 
in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants or the almost rhapsodic litany of brands in 
Because I'm Worth It, the descriptions of Bella in Twilight are more subdued. The 
decision to keep the character's physical descriptions to a minimum was a conscious one 
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on Meyer's part, as she reveals on her website (n.d.). However, the use of description for 
the other characters, as well as Meyer's explanation, indicate that this choice was not 
driven by an intentional desire to subvert the reader's (and society's) preoccupation with 
appearances. The result is a less blatant but still present theme of the importance of 
physical beauty and clothing for young women. 
Although Meyer (n.d) purposefully "left out a detailed description of Bella in the 
book so that the reader could more easily step into her shoes" ("Frequently asked 
questions: Twilight"), she does include enough physical description of Bella and the 
other characters to give readers an idea of what they look like and to illustrate how good 
looks can cause some characters to be separated from accepted social circles. Bella is 
uncertain about her looks because they mark her as an outsider and cause her to remark, 
"Physically, I'd never fit in anywhere" (Meyer, 2005, p.lO). Originally from Phoenix, she 
believes she 
should be tan, sporty blond-a volleyball player, or a cheerleader, perhaps-all the 
things that go with living in the valley of the sun. Instead, I was ivory-skinned, 
without even the excuse of blue eyes or red hair, despite the constant sunshine. I 
had always been slender, but soft somehow, obviously not an athlete. (p.lO) 
Bella's looks, and her unease over them, reflect the problems she has relating to others. 
As she studies her reflection, Bella comes to the realization that "it wasn't just physically 
that [she'd] never fit in" (p.lO) because she doesn't "relate well to people period" (p.lO). 
Even when she notices that many of the other students in Forks are pale because of the 
constant cloudiness, she still believes she stands out because of her looks. To counteract 
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this, she attempts to use bland, nondescript clothes as a means of blending in with her 
peers. From her plain black jacket to her "brown turtleneck and the inescapable jeans" 
(p.226), Bella's clothes reflect her desire to not draw attention to herself in any way. The 
only time she dresses up is for prom, and she considers her dress, which is "deep blue, 
frilly and off the shoulders, with French tags ... more suitable for a runway than Forks" 
(p.482). Like the heroines in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, Bella's appearance 
and clothing serve as physical manifestations of her personality and her inability to 
connect with her peers. 
Meyer (2005) also uses the appearances of the other characters as outward 
manifestations of their personalities. Besides Bella, this is most obvious with the 
members of the Cullen family, Forks'sresident, if clandestine, group of vampires. When 
she first sees them, Bella cannot look away: 
because their faces ... were all devastatingly, inhumanly beautiful. They were faces 
you never expected to see except perhaps on the airbrushed pages of a fashion 
magazine. Or painted by an old master as the face of an angel. It was hard to 
decide who was the most beautiful. (p.19) 
She experiences similar awe when meeting Carlisle and Esme Cullen, the two 
parents of the clan. Bella's description is complimentary, but this ethereal beauty 
indicates the Cullen family's outsider status. When talking with Bella later, Edward tells 
her that "most humans instinctively shy away from us, are repelled by our alienness" 
(p.275). However, the text suggests that this alienness might not be the only factor 
contributing to the family's isolation. In contrast to Because I'm Worth It, where physical 
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attractiveness amounts to a type of social capital, the implication in Twilight is that the 
family's physical perfection causes humans to spurn them. This is particularly evident in 
the depiction of the eldest girl, Rosalie, who Bella describes as: 
statuesque. She had a beautiful figure, the kind you saw in the cover of the Sports 
Illustrated swimsuit issue, the kind that made every girl around her take a hit on 
her self-esteem just by being in the same room. Her hair was golden, gently 
waving to the middle of her back. (p.18) 
Amidst this hyperbolic description is a brief but telling reference to adolescent girls' 
tendency to compare themselves to their peers. Although Rosalie's status as a vampire 
causes people to instinctively avoid her, her intimidating beauty, as well as female 
competitiveness and insecurity, might also contribute to her isolation. 
The Cullens' clothing also serves as a symbol of their inability to assimilate with 
their surroundings. Bella implies that most of the families in Forks are solidly middle to 
workingclass. Although the girls indulge in an occasional shopping trip, their budgets do 
not allow for designer fashions. Angela, a minor character who is a friend of Bella's, 
even worries about buying a pair of shoes since "they'll never match anything but the one 
dress" (Meyer, 2005, p.155) she is purchasing for the school dance. The Cullens, who are 
wealthy because of their immortality and clairvoyance, do not share these financial 
restraints and are "all dressed exceptionally well; simply, but in clothes that subtly hinted 
at designer origins . ... It seemed excessive for them to have both looks and money .... 
[But] it didn't look as if it bought them any acceptance here" (p.32). For both Bella and 
the Cullens, Meyer uses physical appearances to suggest their otherness. However, while 
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the Cullens have embraced this aspect of themselves, Bella has yet to come to terms with 
her outsider status. The designer gown she wears at the end of the book signals Bella 
might be starting to adapt to her differentness, but her discomfort in the dress indicates 
she has yet to accept this. 
Forsaking all others: Friendship in Twilight.Ji The Sisterhood of the Traveling 
Pants operates under the umbrella of girl power and Because I'm Worth It depicts high 
school as a microcosm of social Darwinism, Twilight manages to fall somewhere 
between these two extremes. Although Meyer's (2005) world lacks the blatant 
backstabbing of the female characters that inhabit the Gossip Girl novel, it also lacks the 
supportive relationship found among Lena, Bridget, Carmen, and Tibby. In Twilight, 
Bella is surprisingly popular when she arrives in Forks, Washington. The book suggests 
that some of Bella's acceptance among her peers comes from her status as the new girl or 
from the male attention she receives. Furthermore, some girls, namely Lauren and 
Rosalie, actively dislike her and make no secret of this animosity. Despite this bleak 
depiction, Bella does not appear to be a sympathetic victim of teenage fickleness. She is 
not close to any of her new friends, and her inner thoughts reveal that she maintains a 
condescending attitude towards many of them. Her lack of allegiance to her friends is 
also obvious once she embarks on a relationship with Edward, as she essentially ignores 
her new friends and her family in order to spend more time with him. 
When Bella arrives in Forks to live with her father, she dreads attending the local 
high school because of its small size and because she knows that "all of the kids here had 
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grown up together" (Meyer, 2005, p.9), thus making her an immediate outsider. Despite 
these concerns, her first day of school goes relatively well, and she is able to befriend a 
number of students, including Mike, Eric, Jessica, and Angela. She soon finds herself 
invited to a number of outings, including dress shopping with Jessica and Angela, a trip 
to the beach, and the school dance. However, this popularity comes with some ulterior 
motives. Almost all of the boys she encounters take a romantic interest in her. She likens 
Mike to a golden retriever and finds his "puppy dog behavior and Eric's apparent rivalry 
with him ... disconcerting" (p.55). She gains another admirer in Tyler Crowley, and he 
joins her "now-crowded lunch table. Mike and Eric were even less friendly toward him 
than they were to each other, which made me worry that I'd gained another unwelcome 
fan" (p.69). Despite her disinterest in them, the other boys persist in trying to get Bella to 
notice them and invite one of them to the girl's choice school dance. 
If the boys' reactions to Bella are straightforward, the girls' responses are less 
obvious and more problematic. Although she initially befriends a talkative girl named 
Jessica, she soon realizes that Jessica's reason for friendship has very little to do with 
shared interests. As the new girl, Bella has the admiration of the male teenagers at her 
high school, and she suspects "that Jessica enjoyed my inexplicable popularity more than 
my actual company" (Meyer, 2005, p.71). Bella also discovers that Jessica likes Mike, 
one of Bella's admirers; while Bella does not return his affections, this revelation strains 
her rapport with Jessica and leads her to question Jessica's motives for continuing their 
friendship . Adding to the tension is Mike's obliviousness to Bella's indifference and 
Jessica's admiration. At one point, after Mike invites Bella to ride beside him during a 
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road trip, Bella sees "Jessica glowering at [her] now" (p.114) and muses, "it 
wasn't. .. simple to make Mike and Jessica happy at the same time" (p.114). Only after 
Bella unequivocally tells Mike that she is not interested in him and starts dating Edward 
does Jessica stop viewing her as a threat. 
In addition to receiving attention from Mike by being friends with Bella, Jessica 
also views Bella as a source of gossip concerning the Cullens. The Cullens keep to 
themselves, which fuels the other students' interest and antipathy towards them. Mter 
Bella has lunch with Edward Cullen, Jessica attempts to get some gossip from her and 
becomes annoyed when Bella refuses to comply. Bella observes that Jessica had "been 
hoping to hear something that would make a good story for her to pass on" (p .111). 
Bella must also contend with outright hostility from several other girls. Lauren, 
another member of Mike and Jessica's clique, makes no attempt to hide her dislike for 
Bella. While Lauren is a minor character, Bella often notices her giving her unfriendly 
glances and making snide comments about her. Bella initially is uncertain why Lauren 
dislikes her, but she discovers that Lauren's malice stems from the attention Bella 
receives from all of the boys at school, particularly Tyler. Even after Bella makes it clear 
that she is only interested in Edward, she notices "Lauren glaring towards us [Edward 
and Bella]" (Meyer, 2005, p. 494) at the prom. Bella is also resented by Rosalie, 
Edward's adopted sister. Unlike the rest of the family, she is palpably unwelcoming 
towards to Bella because, according to Edward, "it's hard for [Rosalie] to have someone 
on the outside [of the family] know the truth" (p.327) about their vampirism. 
Furthermore, like Lauren, Rosalie's antagonism has roots in jealousy. In Rosalie's case, 
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she is envious of Bella's human state. As Edward tells Bella, "You're human .... She 
wishes that she were too" (p.327). 
Ultimately, Bella's difficulty in forming lasting friendships is a result of jealousy 
of the unsolicited attention she gets from the boys at her school or of her humanity. In a 
sense, her dilemma presents the scenario many teenage girls want; Bella is the object of 
admiration to the extent that all the boys want to date her and all the girls either want to 
be friends or are envious of her position. However, this makes her relationships with the 
other girls more complex, for she suspects that they either see her as a way of gaining 
reflectedattention or as a potential threat. 
In a different book, this depiction of female calculation and cunning might have 
made Bella likable and relatable. However, Bella seems indifferent towards her friends 
and their overtures and at times is very judgmental towards them. While Meyer (2005) 
rarely portrays Bella outwardly showing her annoyance and disregard, Bella's inner 
thoughts betray her true feelings. Numerous times in the book, Bella unabashedly tunes 
out her friends as they talk to her. Whether it is Mike trying to talk to in between classes 
or Jessica "[blabbing] on and on about her dance plans" (p.86), Bella is supremely 
disengaged from them until the topic of Edward or the Cullen family is mentioned. In 
fact, Bella says that Angela seems the best out of her group of friends because Angela 
"didn't feel the need to fill every silence with chatter. She left me free to think 
undisturbed while we ate" (p.118). For Bella, this silence is an opportunity to mull over 
Edward's behavior. 
When she is not mentally ignoring her friends, Bella's interior monologue shows 
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disdain for them. During her first lunch with Jessica, she thinks that Jessica's voice "held 
all the shock and condemnation of the small town" (Meyer, 2005, p.20) during a 
discussion of the Cullen family. As she walks with Mike to class, she observes that he 
"was taking on the qualities of a golden retriever" (p.30) and decides that she "was going 
to have to do something about Mike" (p.31) and his overly devoted behavior. Although 
she realizes she will need to be diplomatic in her actions, her thoughts reflect her 
underlying deficiency of concern for him. 
Another indication of Bella's lack of allegiance to her friends is her quick 
abandonment of them whenever Edward beckons. Even when she thinks Edward is 
ignoring her, she spends a good deal of time contemplating their relationship. When she 
realizes that he is not repulsed by her, she does not hesitate to leave her friends and 
family in order to be with him. When sitting at lunch with Jessica and her group, Bella 
sees Edward motion "with his index finger for [her] to join him" (Meyer, 2005, p.87) and 
swiftly mumbles an excuse to go sit with him. This is the first of many times Bella makes 
the unequivocal decision to place Edward before anyone else. During a shopping trip 
with Angela and Jessica, she abandons them to look for a bookstore on her own and has 
to get rescued from a gang by Edward. When they go to find the other girls, Bella 
convinces them to leave her with Edward since she "wanted nothing more than to be 
alone with [her] perpetual savior" (p.166). She eventually becomes a fixture at Edward's 
lunch table, and they spend so much time together that she realizes that "since [she'd] 
come to Forks, it really seemed like [her] life was about him" (p.251 , emphasis in the 
original). As she spends more time with Edward, Bella admits that everything except him 
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"all seemed strangely irrelevant" (p.255). Essentially, Meyer portrays female friendship 
as something ephemeral and unnecessary, particularly after a girl obtains a boyfriend. 
The ultimate good girl? Good girls and other girls inTwilight.One of the main 
criticisms leveled at Twilight is the depiction of Bella, the main character and the story's 
narrator. Caitlin Flanagan (2008) applauds Bella as being "an old-fashioned heroine: 
bookish, smart, brave, considerate of others' emotions, and naturally competent in the 
domestic arts" (p.112). However, other commentators view her antiquated character traits 
and interests as problematic and ultimately harmful for adolescent readers. In a sense, 
both sets of critics are correct. Bella is the ultimate traditional "good girl," and Meyer 
(2005) makes no attempt to mask the fact that she is the character readers should 
empathize with and try to emulate. While Bella occasionally takes on the characteristics 
of the more aggressive "other girl," she always abandons them and resumes her good girl 
status. 
Bella' s relationship with Edward highlights her good girl tendencies and sets up 
the dichotomy between her and the novel's "other girls." There is no doubt, at least to 
Bella, that her romance with Edward endows her life "with meaning and importance" 
(Christian-Smith, 1987, p.373). Like the good girls before her, Bella is "elevated and 
given recognition by virtue of becoming a girlfriend" (p.373-374). Meyer (2005) makes 
this elevation twofold; rather than dating any ordinary boy, Edward's specialness in turn 
makes Bella special in her eyes and in the eyes of her peers. Everyone at school watches 
them together to the point that Bella likens it to being "a lot like [her] first day" (p.206) at 
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the school. Even unperceptive Jessica realizes Edward is extraordinary, and this improves 
Bella's standing in her mind. She tells Bella, "I don't know how you're brave enough to 
be alone with him .. .. He' s so .. .intimidating" (p.204). 
Bella is also aware of the distinction she has when Edward chooses her. Her 
narration reiterates Edward's exceptional strength, grace, and good looks while 
denigrating her supposedcommonness. When she tries to explain to Edward why they 
seem absurd as a couple, she tells him, "I'm absolutely ordinary-well, except for bad 
things like the near-death experiences and being so clumsy that I'm almost disabled. And 
look at you" (Meyer, 2005, p.210). Later, when Edward becomes jealous about Mike's 
interest in her, Bella reminds him she should be the one who is jealous: "For that to 
bother you, after I have to hear that Rosalie-Rosalie, the incarnation of pure beauty, 
Rosalie-was meant for you .... [H]ow can I complete with that?" (p.304, emphasis in the 
original). These protestations of averageness accentuate Bella's role as a good girl; not 
only does it present Bella as being unaware of her own attractiveness, an important 
characteristic for a good girl, but it also allows Edward to take the dominant role in the 
relationship by asserting that she is good enough for him. Even though Edward tells her 
that she is not beneath him, it takes his declaration to make it true in her eyes. 
Male dominance in a romantic relationship is another key part of being a good 
girl, particularly in traditional adolescent romances. True to the rest of her nature, Bella 
rarely takes the lead in her relationship with Edward. Upon meeting him, she worries 
about his apparent hostility towards her but immediately assumes she inadvertently 
offended him rather than ascribing guilt to him. Later, rather than taking the initiative to 
141 
spend time with him, she waits for him to invite her to sit with him during lunch. Bella 
also remains passive in more significant ways. From an out-of-control car to a gang of 
thugs to an evil vampire, Bella has an aptitude for finding danger. In all of these 
situations, she is unable to act to defend herself, and Edward must save her over and over. 
This establishes his superior strength, and it implies his greater ability to reason and think 
things through. To this end, Edward repeatedly acts in Bella's best interest. Despite her 
protestations and desires, Edward tries to take care of Bella in a myriad of ways, 
including forcing her to eat, making her attend the prom, and refusing to make her a 
vampire. Although she occasionally protests his domineering tactics, Bella never 
forcefully opposes him and thus allows him to take the dominant role in the relationship. 
Besides her acquiescence to Edward, Bella also embodies the good girl trait of 
being self-sacrificing. Despite Bella's latent apathy and occasionally condemnatory 
thoughts regarding her peers, she has an ingrained desire to please others, even at the risk 
of making herself unhappy. Numerous times, she admits to doing something out of a 
desire for others' gratification rather than her own. The book opens with Bella's journey 
to Forks, Washington, to live with her father. Although this move is her choice, she 
describes it in bleak terms: "It was to Forks that I now exiled myself--an action that I 
took with great horror. I detested Forks" (Meyer, 2005, p.4). Her motivation for moving 
is to allow for her mother to travel with her new husband Phil; as she explains to Edward, 
"[Mom] stayed with me at first, but she missed him. It made her unhappy ... so I decided it 
was time to spend some quality time with Charlie" (p.49, ellipses in the original) . 
In addition to placing her mother' s desires before her own, there are numerous 
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times when Bella tries to please her family and friends. She lies to Charlie and other 
adults at school about liking Forks, and she agrees to go on a road trip with her friends 
"out of politeness [rather] than desire" (p.38). Furthermore, even when she is feeling sad, 
rebellious, or annoyed, she is careful to not let her displeasure show. When she is upset 
about Edward, she spends time with her father watching "some mindless sitcom that 
neither of us enjoyed. He seemed happy, though, to be doing something together. And it 
felt good, despite my depression, to make him happy" (p.149). Near the book's climax, 
Bella intentionally lashes out at her father not because she is angry at him but because she 
needs him to let her leave town in order to ensure his safety. She also travels to sacrifice 
herself in a misguided attempt to save her mother, and before leaving, she leaves a letter 
for Edward begging him to not go after her killer because she "can't bear it if anyone has 
to be hurt because of [her]" (p.432). Bella's repeated attempts to sacrifice her wants and 
needs for the sake of others presents her as an "exemplar of 'proper' adolescent 
femininity" (Christian-Smith, 1987, p.384) within the Twilight universe and serves as 
further indication that she fits the mold of the traditional good girl. 
The actions of the other girls in the book further emphasize Bella's good girl 
status. Although the other female characters receive little attention, almost all of the 
information on them is uncomplimentary and serves to draw contrast between them and 
Bella. Jessica, Bella's silly, loquacious, boy-crazy classmate, is the most obvious foil for 
the main character. During the majority of Jessica's appearances, she talks about recent 
events at school or provides Bella with "a minute description of Mike's facial 
expressions" (p.205). Her self-interest usually prevents her from noticing Bella's lack of 
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responsiveness. Additionally, Meyer's descriptions of Jessica underscore the character's 
triviality by having her manner of speaking echo the frivolity of her topics. Jessica never 
just talks; instead, she "prattled" (p.17), "jabbered on" (p.152), "snickered" (p.154), 
"giggled" (p.204), and "gushed" (p.355). 
However, the most distinct way Jessica differs from Bella is in her pursuit of 
Mike. While Bella spends a good deal of time wondering why Edward seems to dislike 
her or waiting for him to show his interest, Jessica "knows what she wants and how to go 
about realizing her desires" (Christian-Smith, 1987, p.384). For instance, Bella suspects 
that Jessica befriended her because of her "inexplicable popularity" (Meyer, 2005, p.71), 
particularly when it comes to Mike. When talking to him, Jessica's desire is evident, and 
Bella notes that "the way she looked at Mike left little doubt that she would be up for 
anything he suggested" (p.42). Jessica also resents whenever she feels that Bella is taking 
too much of Mike's attention away from her. Mter asking Bella' s permission to ask Mike 
to the school dance, she tells Bella that she should come but Bella thinks "her attempt to 
convince me was halfhearted" (p. 71) because of her fear that Bella will monopolize 
Mike's attention. Unlike Bella, who tries to hide her feelings from her friends and forgoes 
her own happiness for theirs, Jessica has no qualms doing what she wants and taking 
advantage of situations to suit her own needs. 
The Participants' Responses to Twilight 
As with The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, all but one of the participants had 
read Twilight prior to the study, and most claimed to have read it in middle school, before 
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anyone "had even heard of Twilight or the Twilight craze" (Meredith, personal 
communication, February 11, 2011 ). Furthermore, the girls seemed very aware of the 
hype surrounding the Twilight franchise and several, most notably Hayley and Meredith, 
tried to distance themselves from their Twilight-obsessed peers by emphasizing how their 
earlier experience with the book was when they were younger and that their interest in 
the book was so low that they did not choose to read the rest of the series. Even Vivienne, 
a self-professed Twilight devotee, attempted to distinguish herself from the series' rabid 
fan base by denigrating the book's plot and the film adaptations. While this ambivalence 
might simply be a product of Twilight backlash, it also indicates that these particular girls 
might not have been uncritically and indiscriminately reading these books. 
In the interviews, a number of different themes emerged. However, unlike the 
previous interviews, where the participants talked about a number of female characters 
from the book, most of the responses here focused equally on Bella and Edward. This is 
likely due to the differences in the plots. Whereas The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 
and Because I'm Worth It prominently feature several female characters, Twilight puts 
Bella and her relationship with Edward squarely in the story's center. As a result, almost 
all of the participants' reactions were to Bella or Edward, and few other characters were 
discussed at any significant length. The prominent themes that emerged included Bella as 
a genial if unexceptional character, the perceived mutability and unimportance of 
friendship among teenage girls,the implicit messages regarding Bella's treatment of her 
parents, and realism,or lack of realism, in Bella and Edward's romance. 
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"Really cool" or "So passive"?: Responding to the characterization of Bella: 
At first glance, Bella Swan should be the central character in Twilight. Besides triggering 
the events that set the plot into motion, Bella serves as the story's narrator, which allows 
readers to get her unfiltered version of the events. However, despite this emphasis, Bella 
seemed like an incomplete character to all of the participants. With the exception of 
Meredith, whose view of Bella changed over the period of reading the book, the 
participants liked Bella but did not find her particularly compelling or interesting. 
Furthermore, most of the subjects tempered their approval of Bella by discussing her 
flaws and shortcomings, which might stem from their awareness of the criticisms of the 
character in the media and among other teen readers. 
With the exception of Meredith, the participants found Bella to be likable and 
agreed that she would be someone whom they would befriend in real life. For Chloe, 
Bella "seemed to be down-to-earth .. . [and] really cool, like nice" (personal 
communication, August 17, 2011), an assessment shared by Celia, Vivienne, and Hayley. 
These participants described Bella as a shy, average-looking girl who "seems ... like a 
good kid .... She seems to do well in school.. . . She isn't going out and doing illegal 
things or hurting people, so she seems pretty average in that way, an average good kid" 
(Celia, personal communication, January 2, 2011). In a similar vein, Hayley praised 
Bella's desire to please others and interpreted Bella's actions and thoughts to mean 
that"she cares that people don't like her, so she tries to make it so that everyone likes her" 
(personal communication, April 2, 2011). 
Despite these positive comments, four of the participants seemed to have little 
146 
enthusiasm for Bella due to the lack of character description. Although Hayley enjoyed 
"the first-person way of writing" because it allowed her to see how Bella "looked at the 
world" (personal communication, April 2, 2011), others contended that the character's 
portrayal was incomplete. Ellie claimed Edward was the more memorable character 
because "there was more background on him" (personal communication, August 17, 
2011). Vivienne had a similar response. Although she maintained that Bella had 
"character and stuff, mainly because of that one chapter where Edward asks her 25 
questions [about herself] ... and she's answering .... There is some basis of a character 
there [but] it could be fleshed out a lot more" (personal communication, June 13, 2011). 
Another factor that influenced the way the girls responded to Bella involved the 
excessive portrayal of her popularity among her peers.Although Hayley liked Bella, she 
admitted, "I kind of didn't want to like her. ... She's just so hyped up that I was like, 
'Ugh"' (personal communication, April2, 2011). Rather than viewing Bella's situation as 
the ultimate wish fulfillment for a teenage girl, Hayley was skeptical about her popularity 
because "everyone [at the high school] likes her, and that's kind of weird. [If I moved] to 
some place and everyone liked me-that's really weird" (personal communication, April 
2, 2011). Meredith had a similar, if more thoughtful, response to the way Meyer 
portrayed Bella's popularity. To her, the situation made 
no sense .... [It] was just a function of Stephanie Meyer [trying] to prove that no 
only crazy, weird, fantasy creatures liked her and existed in her world. It was 
everyone else too .... There's five [guys who like Bella] .... Just what is going on? 
The most popular person in high school [might] have five [people romantically 
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interested in them], but those five people wouldn't be so invested. (personal 
communication, February 11, 2011) 
Like Hayley, Meredith thought Bella's popularity was unlikely, and this was one of the 
reasons she rejected the character. However, Meredith's analysis of the situation also 
addressed her awareness of the author and the possible reasons the author included such 
an unconvincing scenario. This cognizance did not mitigate Meredith's dislike, but it 
provided a way for her to go beyond Hayley's undeveloped response and explain the 
reasons why Bella's inexplicable popularity bothered her. 
Meredith had an even more conflicted impression of Bella than the other 
participants because she found her feelings towards the character drastically changed 
during the book's events. For the first quarter of the book, Meredith had a very positive 
response to the character because "Bella's voice was so original. I thought she was 
funny .... I liked how you could really easily identify with her being a loner" (personal 
communication, February 11, 2011 ). Meredith also appreciated the depiction of Bella as 
being a bookish, intelligent, and an "old soul" (personal communication, February 11, 
2011), which are all attributes Meredith shares. Consequently, much of Meredith's initial 
admiration seemed to come from her ability to relate to the character's qualities and 
interests, and she acknowledged the similarities between her and Bella: 
I feel some similarity to her. Like I go home and read Wuthering Heights or 
whatever. I'm not reading Twilight .... Prom isn't that important to her. Like I'm 
missing my prom to do an all-state singing concert . ... So I was able to kind of 
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relate to her in that sense of an old soul. (personal communication, February 11, 
2011) 
However, this approval became disdain once Bella became romantically involved with 
Edward. As this relationship progressed, Meredith complained that Bella "was just so 
passive. Everything was about Edward .. .. I thought she would be strong, and she ended 
up being such a weak person" (personal communication, February 11, 2011). Meredith 
also rejected Bella's all-encompassing fascination for Edward because it kept Bella from 
pursuing other interests that would help her grow as a person. According to Meredith, 
Bella's lack of outside hobbies or interests: 
was weird ... because this girl is so smart-she should be one of those kids that 
parents are constantly driving to piano lessons or a soccer game, but she doesn't 
do any of that. So it just bothered me .... Someone like her, what does she do all 
day? She comes home, she does her homework, she cooks, she reads-it's like she 
has no drive to do anything. (personal communication, February 11 , 2011) 
For Meredith, who was not only involved in many of extracurricular activities but also 
preoccupied by getting into a prestigious college at the time of our interview, this lack of 
ambition was even more unsettling and more difficult to understand than Bella's 
obsession with Edward. 
Based on the participants' responses, Bella's most positive characteristics seem to 
be mediocrity and shyness. Although these do not seem like praiseworthy traits, Vivienne 
and Meredith argued that these aspects might hold part of the key for the book's success. 
As Vivienne contended, Meyer (2005) failed at creating a blank slate where the reader 
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could project herself into the character's shoes and realize the fantasy of effortless 
popularity and a supernatural soul mate. Instead, according to these participants, Bella 
provided readers with a point of comparison where readers could always feel superior: 
I don't think anyone really likes Bella, even people who like the books .... I think 
the females who read the book think, "Oh, if Bella has a vampire and werewolf 
chasing after her, and I'm so much cooler than Bella, then I'm going to be great. 
(Meredith, personal communication, February 11, 2011) 
Consequently, rather than completely identifying with the character as Meyer might have 
intended, female readers might reject Bella and feel better about themselves because, in 
comparison, they have more defined personalities and interests. 
"Is that really what she wants in a guy?": Evaluating Bella and Edward's 
romance.Given that Bella and Edward's relationship functions as the center of the 
book's plot, it was not surprising that the participants spent a considerable amount of 
time discussing and analyzing it. All the participants recognized the presence of the 
romance, but they remained divided regarding whether the relationship was positive. 
Furthermore, they were also in disagreement over the realistic nature of the relationship. 
For the participants, one of the most controversial facets of the romance was what 
served as its basis. Despite approving of Bella and Edward's relationship, Ellie remained 
uncertain about the basis for attraction between the two characters. When asked why they 
were attracted to each other, she pointed to proximity since "they sit next to each other in 
biology" and the fact they are both different before admitting, "I can't answer that-I 
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don't even know" (personal communication, August 17, 2011). Examining the basis of 
the relationship between the two characters was also problematic for Hayley. Although 
she stated she believed Bella and Edward were in love, she found it difficult to decipher 
why they were attracted to each other beyond physical appearances. Specifically, she was 
bothered by the fact that Bella "never talks about how Edward is nice or [about] his 
personality. She's just like, 'Oh my goodness, he's so strong, blah, blah, blah, and so 
gorgeous"' (personal communication, April 2, 2011). For Hayley, this did not seem like a 
promising foundation for a lasting relationship, and it caused her to be somewhat 
skeptical of the Bella's interest in Edward. However, if Bella's reasons for being attracted 
to Edward seemed weak to Hayley, Edward's attraction to Bella was incomprehensible. 
As she tried to explain the reason why Edward loves Bella, Hayley had to admit: 
I don't know-it's so weird. It doesn't make sense at all.. .. I imagine her as not too 
pretty, and she doesn't really say she's really pretty either. And she doesn't do 
anything that would make her very popular .... And he falls in love with her 
without even knowing her at all, so I don't know. It's so confusing. (personal 
communication, April 2, 2011) 
Although she bought into the relationship and appreciated the romance, Hayley still 
questioned the source of attraction for both parties. While this ultimately did not cause 
her to disregard the romantic elements of the book, she acknowledged that a more 
substantive foundation would have made the relationship more understandable and 
enjoyable. 
If Ellie and Hayley had a difficult time reconciling their generally positive 
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perception of the relationship to the details surrounding it, the other participants were less 
conflicted. Meredith and Celia, who were less enthralled by the romance, used the basis 
of attraction as a means of discrediting Bella and Edward's relationship. Both Meredith 
and Celia cited the initial attraction as being based on physical beauty, but unlike Ellie 
and Hayley, they were unable to disregard the superficiality of this foundation. Meredith 
was especially critical of the attraction between the two characters because she found 
Edward to be lacking in any real character, particularly when compared to Bella. Despite 
the book's claims of the other boys' ordinariness and Edward's superiority, Meredith 
argued that Edward "just isn't a character. ... [Instead, he] is primarily there as a function 
to serve whatever Bella likes or wants or needs or is enthralled by. Whereas Bella ... has 
these very specific characteristics, Edward is just flat" (personal communication, 
February 11, 2011). For Meredith, the superficiality of an attraction based on physical 
beauty and the lack of depth of Edward's character caused the relationship to have a 
dubious foundation. 
In addition to having differing responses regarding the basis for Bella and 
Edward's attraction, the participants were also at odds when it came to deciding if the 
characters shared a balanced relationship. Ellie was the only participant who deemed the 
relationship unambiguously positive because Bella and Edward were "pretty much" 
(personal communication, August 17, 2011) equal and because the characters seemed 
better when together. For instance, after Bella becomes involved with Edward, Ellie 
asserts that she "becomes a little bit different. I mean she starts acting like herself around 
him but a little bit less shy and a little bit more confident" (personal communication, 
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August 17, 2011). Vivienne and Hayley also provided a generally positive review of the 
relationship since they appreciated that "It' s a good romance, it's one of those no-
exceptions romances"' (Vivienne, personal communication, June 13, 2011). However, 
their responses lacked the unequivocal conviction of Ellie' s because they had 
reservations regarding Edward' s and Bella's roles within the relationship. Both girls 
perceived Edward as being the dominant partner in the relationship with Bella being "a 
pushover because she really likes [him]" (Vivienne, personal communication, June 13, 
2011). This unequal power dynamic also contributed to other perceptions of inequality 
within the romance. Since Edward makes all the decisions and Bella acquiesces to his 
wishes, Hayley interpreted it as Edward giving more to the relationship than Bella. For 
her, "It seems like Edward does so much more for Bella, but Bella doesn ' t really do all 
that much for him. What does she bring to the relationship?" (personal communication, 
April 2, 2011). 
The issue of inequality was also at the center of Celia's and Meredith's 
complaints about the relationship. As with Vivienne and Hayley, both of these 
participants complained about the unbalanced power dynamic, but their criticisms were 
more pointed and direct. Celia found the relationship disturbing because she viewed 
Edward' s approach as underhanded and potentially abusive. Although he seems to want 
to protect Bella by giving her choices and by 
saying, "I don't want to trap you in my world, you have to be human" ... when he 
wants her to do something, he sort of makes sure she does it when she doesn't 
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want to, and she generally gives in. (Celia, personal communication, January 2, 
2011) 
Meredith also spoke at length about the lopsidedness of the relationship. While she 
acknowledged the physical constraints within the relationship, since Edward's vampire 
strength is far superior to Bella's, she maintained that physicality was not the only source 
of inequality: 
I don't even think if she was a vampire, she'd be on equal footing, just because 
she would always say yes to whatever he said, just because he's Edward, the 
strong, beautiful-looking one. It ' s annoying .... [Bella's situation is] just saying 
that whole time, when [women] didn't have any rights, it was okay, [since] some 
strong man is going to take care of you and protect you. (personal 
communication, February 11, 2011) 
The one-sidedness of the relationship also manifested itself to Meredith in another way. 
Unlike Hayley, who viewed Edward' s control as evidence of him giving more to the 
relationship, Meredith had a different interpretation. Because Bella consistently complies 
with Edward's decisions, Meredith claimed that "Edward never gives anything of 
himself' (personal communication, February 11, 2011), which was not only detrimental 
for the couple's relationship within the book but also contained a potentially harmful 
message for readers since it implies that "this is just love ... giving something of yourself' 
(personal communication, February 11, 2011). Besides the lack of power and 
assertiveness on Bella's part, Meredith was also perturbed by the lack of shared interests 
between Bella and Edward. Rather than having mutual trust and common values, she said 
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she believes that what they have "is a relationship based on attraction .... They may call it 
love because it's this attraction they can never shake, but. .. there's a big gap between that 
[supposed] love and attraction, and moving on to the next step" (personal 
communication, February 11, 2011). 
Finally, the realistic nature of the relationship provided another topic of 
contention among the participants. Although they all found elements of the romance 
unrealistic, they did not agree on what contributed to its improbable nature. Ellie and 
Vivienne both cited the most obvious impediment to realism, Edward's vampirism, and 
left it at that. While the other three participants mentioned the supernatural elements, they 
opted to focus most of their examination on the less noticeably unrealistic components. 
For instance, Celia cited the intensity of the relationship, which she found "a little 
ridiculous" (personal communication, January 2, 2011), as the main reason the 
relationship would not translate into real life. Specifically, Bella's obsession with Edward 
seemed overly dramatic and while it might "happen in real life .. .it wouldn't happen that 
intensely" (personal communication, January 2, 2011). Celia acknowledged that the plot 
hinged on this overblown passion, but she maintained the relationship "would be more 
believable and I would be more able to relate to it if it were slightly less intense" 
(personal communication, January 2, 2011). 
Hayley and Meredith also chose to critique a less fantastic facet of the 
relationship. They remained unconvinced of the romance's genuineness because Bella 
and Edward seemed to fall in love without spending time getting to know each other. 
Hayley, who said she believed in the couple's relationship "because [she] wanted to" 
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(personal communication, April 2, 2011), admitted that "there are some parts that are 
missing that the readers need to make [the relationship seem] more realistic" (personal 
communication, April 2, 2011). For her, the characters "seem to go very fast at first. ... 
They should've taken it slower" (personal communication, April 2, 2012) in order for the 
relationship to seem more realistic. Similarly, Meredith maintained that the romantic 
relationship between Edward and Bella was suspect because, in her eyes, they did not 
discuss anything of value. Although they spend a great deal of time together, Meredith 
criticized the fact that they 
are not really saying anything to each other. If you're going to get married to 
someone, you have to be able to talk about, like what you both think about certain 
issues, or what your favorite books and movies are ... or I do not believe in 
heaven-all this kind of life stuff. I [am not saying] you have to agree on it, but 
you have to have a discussion about it. ... I realize the whole thing about 
spontaneity of love and like you can't help who you fall in love with, but at the 
same time, I feel like to build truly meaningful relationships, at least for marriage, 
which is what ends up happening to them. (personal communication, February 2, 
2011) 
"I don't get why her friends are still her friends": Friendship in Twilight. The 
lack of real friendships between Bella and her peers was of considerable interest to the 
participants, who found this deficiency very revealing. Throughout the text, friendship 
takes a subordinate place behind the all-encompassing romance between Bella and 
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Edward. This message, as well as the continued overtures of friendship Bella received 
despite her lack of interest in cultivating relationships with others, became a key 
discussion point among the participants as they considered Bella's situation and the 
likelihood of it occurring in real life. 
While it was very unusual for participants to have similar interpretations or 
descriptions of the same book, Bella's platonic relationships provided a rare instance 
when each of the participants interpreted the information in the same way. When asked to 
evaluate Bella' s friendships, each girl noted the character does not have any close friends 
even though she enjoys inexplicable popularity when she fust arrives in town. All of the 
participants found that, although Bella appears to befriend some of her peers at first, 
"she's the closest to Edward ... [and] as the story progresses, [her friends] are out of the 
picture. She spends time with Edward, [and] less time with them" (Hayley, personal 
communication, April 2, 2011). Ellie went so far as to propose that Bella's only friend 
was Jessica and that "they' re kind of friendly" (personal communication, August 17, 
2011) but they were not truly friends. 
There was more dissension when participants tried to make sense of Bella's 
popularity. Several agreed that having others gravitate towards her without her putting 
forth any effort was realistic because of her status as a new girl. Given Forks' s small size 
and relative isolation, Ellie thought that students would naturally flock towards her since: 
She's new to Forks, and it's a really small town, so it's like, "Oh, she's new, let's 
be friends with her." Because it feels like .. . you ' re with the same people since pre-
K, and you get sick and tired of them when you get to your junior year of high 
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school, and so I think that, [with a] new person there, you'd be like, "Oh, I'll 
make a new friend today." (personal communication, August 17, 2011). 
Vivienne also found this situation plausible despite Bella's ineptitude at seeking out 
friends or maintaining friendships. Besides attributing Bella's social status to "new girl 
syndrome, where this town hasn't gotten any new people since the Cullens came" 
(personal communication, June 13, 2011), she also found it realistic because "when I was 
growing up, whenever there was a new kid, [I would think], 'Oh, I [want to be] friends 
with the new kid"' (personal communication, June 13, 2011). Essentially, Vivienne 
echoed Ellie's response but went beyond her mere supposition by drawing a comparison 
between Bella's experiences and her own. 
Bella's popularity and her apathy towards friendship did not bother Ellie, 
Vivienne, and Celia, but Meredith and Hayley offered an opposing perspective on the 
issue. Although Meredith conceded that being new could lead to acceptance from others, 
she did not think that in real life Bella would have remained as sought-after as she did in 
the book. Meredith said Bella's disinterest in her supposed friends made her 
such an awful person .... I was going to count the number of times that Stephenie 
Meyer said in Bella's voice, "I wasn't listening to them. I was thinking about 
[Edward]." ... That happened so many times, I was just like someone would've 
noticed by now that she doesn't respond, and she's just not a nice person, and 
she's just really boring. So that was really unrealistic. I don't think the "new girl" 
thing goes that far, definitely not. (personal communication, February 11, 2011) 
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For Meredith, who in an earlier interview emphasized that deep conversations provide the 
basis for real friendship (personal communication, December 17, 201 0), Bella's inability 
to participate in the give-and-take of general conversation not only made her a bad friend 
but a terrible person. Hayley had a similar, albeit less stringent, interpretation. While she 
did not take Meredith's stance that Bella was "an awful person," she also did not 
overlook Bella's inability to connect with her peers the same way the other participants 
did. Instead, she criticized Bella's decision to isolate herself from her classmates: 
It' s so weird because they all invite her to stuff, but she doesn't seem to want to 
go to any of them [sic]. Like she doesn't want to go to the dance, even though she 
could've. And then she doesn't seem like she wants to take advantage of all these 
opportunities. (personal communication, April 2, 2011) 
Hayley also wondered "why her friends are still her friends because she doesn't want to 
do anything with them [before her involvement with Edward], and then she's like 
infatuated with this other guy" (personal communication, April 2, 2011) afterwards. 
Another point of contention in regards to the portrayal of friendship in Twilight 
was the idea that teenage girls would choose to ignore their friends once they became 
romantically involved with someone. While Vivienne described Bella as "kind of a bitch" 
(personal communication, June 13, 2011) because of the way she treats people, she also 
acknowledged the truth in this portrayal because she had seen "a lot of drama this year 
[among her friends and] ... people being like, 'Oh, well, she's a bitch now because she's 
dating someone"' (personal communication, June 13, 2011). Similarly, Hayley compared 
Bella to a friend 
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who is just having her first boyfriend, and she seems to be spending all her time 
with him, and no [time with her other friends] unless you have a class with her 
that he isn't in or something. She's not [intentionally] shutting everyone out, but 
she's spending so much time with him that it seems like she's shutting everyone 
else out. It's like you don't want it to happen, but it does. (personal 
communication, April 2, 2011) 
However, not all of the participants found Bella's actions towards her friends convincing. 
Meredith countered that, despite her all-encompassing relationship with Edward, Bella 
still needs "interactions with other human beings, other friends, and she doesn't seem to 
need that at all, which is highly unrealistic. Even if she doesn't need it, she should be 
wanting it, and she doesn't even want it" (personal communication, February 11, 2011). 
Although these participants had differing opinions regarding the truthfulness in Bella's 
actions, their responses served as another example of the way these readers compare the 
events in a novel to their real-world experiences when trying to make sense of a fictional 
work. 
"Bella's playing mom to her mom": Parents in Twilight. Unlike The Sisterhood 
of the Traveling Pants and Because I'm Worth It, where the absence of parents is so 
egregious that it called attention to itself, Bella's parents are more visible, which resulted 
in the participants noticing and commenting on them. While Charlie and Renee are 
tertiary characters that are seen and mentioned a handful of times, all of the participants 
were intrigued by them. The amount of attention they received from the participants, as 
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well as the reactions the participants had to the unconventional and sometimes 
questionable way Bella interacted with her parents, suggests that, despite critics' 
assertions to the contrary, teen readers might actually be eager for parental involvement 
in their lives and in the lives of their fictional surrogates. 
Of the book's characters, the participants had the warmest reception for Charlie, 
Bella' s father. In her written pre-interview responses, Celia went so far as to claim that 
Charlie, along with Renee, was the character who intrigued her the most. For her, Charlie 
was interesting because of his longstanding and unrequited love for Renee and because 
"his personality is unusual, but there's little explanation for why he is like that" (personal 
communication, December 31, 2010). Vivienne also readily admitted that she "always 
loved Charlie-! think he's a great character" (personal communication, June 13, 2011); 
her interest stemmed from the character's ability to be "just a dad, but not in a 
stereotypical way, but [in] an actual dad way" (personal communication, June 13, 2011). 
Given this affection for the character, it was not surprising that several of the 
participants balked at Bella's treatment of him. Although Bella seems to appreciate him 
in an absent-minded way, Hayley questioned their relationship because Bella "always 
called him by his first name . . .. I wouldn't [do that to my dad]. I don't know, that just 
doesn't seem likely, even if your parents were the worst" (personal communication, April 
2, 2011). Meredith's objections to Bella's treatment of her father were more forthright. 
Besides Bella's tendency to ignore her father "every time [because, to Bella,] a 
relationship with Edward is so much more important" (personal communication, 
February 2, 2011), Meredith also took exception to the way Bella chose to deal with her 
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father when she had to leave Forks. After reading the scene in which Bella intentionally 
hurts Charlie to ensure that he will allow her to leave the town, Meredith said, "I actually 
cried for him during that scene, not just because it was moving, but because I was like, 
'[Bella is] such an awful person'" (personal communication, February 2, 2011). Even 
after Bella returns to Forks in the book, Meredith was still seething at the character's 
attitude. 
Renee was also a character of interest for the participants. In contrast to Charlie's 
introverted personality, they deemed Renee as being "unusually free-spirited for a 
mother" (Celia, personal communication, December 31, 20 10), "spazzy" (Vivienne, 
personal communication, June 13, 2011), and "helpless" (Meredith, personal 
communication, February 2, 2011). Their responses indicated that their interest in the 
character came from the fact that Renee is far removed from their conception of what a 
mother should be. In addition to finding Renee impulsive, several of the participants 
argued that the relationship between her and Bella is skewed because "she and Bella have 
the opposite relationship of what you'd assume, and Bella is always saying how she has 
to take care of her mother" (Celia, personal communication, January 2, 2011 ). Most of 
the participants objected to this portrayal because it seemed so implausible: it "doesn't 
make sense that the mother is kind of flimsy, she [also] has the ability to go and get 
married again and do all this stuff' (Vivienne, personal communication, June 13, 2011). 
Meredith agreed that Renee seemed unpredictable and unreliable, but her assessment of 
the character focused on the author's possible rationale for portraying the character this 
way. 
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Another aspect about Renee the subjects found disconcerting was the continued 
claims made by Bella that she and her mom are best friends. While none of the girls 
disputed the idea that a mother and daughter could be best friends and all said they 
enjoyed close relationships to their mothers, they remained unconvinced that Bella and 
her mother were actually as close as Bella claimed. This aspect of their relationship was 
particularly interesting to Ellie and Hayley, two of the younger participants. In their 
separate interviews, both girls mentioned how Bella and Renee's relationship seemed 
very distant, especially when compared to their own relationships with their mothers. 
While critiquing Bella's habit of going days without communicating with her mother, 
Ellie claimed, "If my mom was living 3,000 miles away from me, I'd be calling her every 
second, or [I'd] email her" (personal communication, August 17, 2011). The participants' 
responses to and interpretations of Charlie and Renee revealed their awareness of the 
presence of parents in the books they read. 
Analysis of the Participants' Reactions 
If The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants allowed the participants to see some 
facet of themselves reflected in the book's characters and Because I'm Worth It provided 
them with an exaggerated perspective of how the wealthiest teens live, Twilight gave 
them pause because of what it was and was not saying about teenage girls. Their 
lackluster responses to Bella's characterization, their uncertainty regarding her 
relationship with Edward, and their aversion to Bella's treatment of her friends and 
family all suggest that, in their minds, Twilight's depiction of what it means to be an 
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adolescent girl is incomplete at best. 
With Bella, Meyer (2005) attempts to create and depict a blank-slate character to 
serve as her readers' proxy in the world of Twilight. At the same time, Meyer also 
provides Bella with popularity and romance in order to give her character, and therefore, 
her readers, the seemingly ideal situation for a teenage girl. However, according to the 
participants' responses to Bella, these efforts are only partially successful. Despite 
supposedly getting a glimpse into Bella's innermost thoughts and motivations because of 
the book's fust-person narration, the participants found the character to be lacking. While 
four of the five girls found Bella to be mostly benign, they did not have much enthusiasm 
for her because of the lack of insight into her character. What little they did know about 
her, such as her inexplicable popularity, caused them to have antipathy towards the 
character. In fact, two of the participants went so far as to suggest that the book's 
popularity among adolescent females stemmed from readers' dislike of the character, 
with the rationale being that empty Bella makes readers feel better about themselves by 
compar1son. 
The participants' subdued if conflicting responses to Bella indicates that, despite 
Bella's perfect situation of popularity and desirability without effort, they have 
misgivings about the character and they do not necessarily see her as an example of what 
it means to be an adolescent female . Although two of the participants said they 
appreciated her kindness and willingness to help and please others, the other three were 
less certain about these aspects and whether they are desirable or not. Bella's excessive 
need to sublimate her own desires and voice (Gilligan, 1993) might make her seem like 
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the ultimate good girl in young adult fiction, but it also leads to her rejection by some 
readers who want a character who is more nuanced, more active, and even more flawed. 
As with the other books, the participants' responses suggest that, rather than causing 
them to change their own conceptions of what it means to be an adolescent female, Bella 
and Twilight provide them with the opportunity to test their own ideas against a fictional 
backdrop. 
It is difficult to consider Bella without addressing her relationship with Edward, 
and the participants had much to say regarding the romance between the characters. One 
of the main themes to emerge from the interviews was the lack of equality in the 
relationship. Even the girls who appreciated and liked this aspect of the story did not 
view the two individuals involved as equals. Four of the five participants cited Edward as 
being the dominant partner in the relationship. While Vivienne and Hayley chose to 
ignore this fact because they were so enamored with the romantic elements of the book, 
Meredith and Celia were more forthright about this disparity being a significant problem. 
For these participants, the differing opinions on Bella and Edward's romance, and its 
desirability, might have denoted a schism regarding their views on what romantic 
relationships for teenage girls should be.For Ellie, Vivienne, and Hayley, the lack of 
realness and balance in the relationship did little to detract from their investment in the 
romance, indicating the possibility that these girls were willing to "become looked at, 
objectives of beauty, talked about and judged against standards of perfection and ideals of 
relationships" (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, p.164 ). On the other hand, Meredith's and 
Celia's rejection of the relationship might mean that, unlike the other participants, they 
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were less willing to sublimate themselves and their voices in order to please others and 
obtain a romantic partner. Furthermore, it is possible that these two girls detected a lack 
of "intimacy and support" (Feiring, 1996, p.195) in the dynamic between Bella and 
Edward, thus leading them to reject the depiction. 
Bella' s lack of friendships also caused some dissension among the participants. 
None of the participants saw Bella as having any real friends, and they all noted her 
quickness to abandon others in order to devote more time to Edward. However, they split 
when it came to evaluating whether Bella's actions and decisions in this regard were 
positive. Three of the participants spoke at length on the problems that might come from 
Bella's willingness to ignore her classmates' friendly overtures so she can become more 
involved with Edward. For Vivienne and Hayley, this depiction was a sad but true 
example of art imitating life, where girls, when forced to choose between their friends 
and their boyfriends, often chose their boyfriends. Although they did not view this as 
desirable, they also acknowledged that it happened, and their responses indicated that 
they were resigned to this occurrence. In contrast, Meredith found this depiction 
unrealistic because of teenage girls' need for friendship. In all cases, the participants 
acknowledged the need for relationships, whether they have a basis in romance or 
friendship. 
Given the book's focus on romantic relationships, it was surprising that the 
relationship that sparked the most consensus among the participants belonged not to Bella 
and Edward but to Bella and her parents. In contrast to their tepid response to Bella and 
their uncertainty regarding Bella and Edward's romance, the participants gravitated to 
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Bella's parents, Charlie and Renee. Besides finding them intriguing, the participants were 
also interested in the depiction of Bella's relationship with them, thus indicating the 
importance of parents to adolescent girls. All of the participants showed skepticism and 
discomfort regarding Bella's lackadaisical treatment of Charlie and Renee and how she 
chooses to ignore them in order to devote more time to Edward. However, although the 
five girls all cited the familiar relationship as suspect, the focus of their complaints 
remained distinct. As with their responses to earlier books, Hayley's and Ellie's critiques 
of the relationship consisted of comparing Bella's situation to their own. Whether Hayley 
was commenting on Bella's tendency to call her father by his first name or Ellie was 
criticizing Bella's lack of communication with her mother, both girls' evaluations 
indicated their sense of self-involvement. This egocentric approach parallels their earlier 
responses, providing further indication that they are still in Erikson's (1968) stage of 
identity versus role diffusion. Vivienne's and Meredith's criticisms of Bella's treatment 
of her father focused on the characters' relationship rather than how the situation mirrors 
Meredith's own experiences. This contrast suggests that, unlike Hayley and Ellie, these 
girls have started to move out of the conflict between identity and role diffusion and into 
the stage of intimacy versus isolation. However, the participants' interest in Bella's 
parents coincides with the research on teenage girls' need for parental ties (Apter, 1993; 
Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Debold, Brown, Weseen, &Brookins, 1999; Gilligan, 1993; 
Y ouniss&Smollar, 1985) in contrast to the claims that teenage fantasy harms young 
adults by relegating parents to the sidelines (Malcolm, 2008; Trites, 2006). Consequently, 
although young adult literature traditionally might feature absent or neglectful parents in 
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order to provide adolescent readers with an ideal world where their literary proxies can 
explore unencumbered by curfews, rules, and other limitations, the reactions from these 
participants suggest that parental interactions still play an important part of their lives and 
that the absence or mistreatment of parents ultimately is an upsetting prospect for teen 
readers. The participants' preoccupation with parents juxtaposed against the three books' 
depiction of distant parent-teen relationships also suggests that these young adult authors 
lack an understanding or awareness of privileged adolescent girls' reliance on their 
relationships with their parents. 
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Chapter 7: Implications and Conclusions 
Like most books and entertainment created by and centered around females, 
popular young adult literature (Y AL) specifically targeted towards adolescent girls might 
seem too frivolous and empty to be worthy of study. Indeed, the trenchant critique of 
Frank Jennings from 1956 that "the stuff of adolescent literature, for the most part, is 
mealy-mouthed, gutless, and pointless" (p.526) is still shared by some critics and 
commentators today. However, after reviewing many pages of text and conducting 
numerous interviews with the participants, it has become clear that these books are, for 
better or worse, neither "mealy-mouthed" nor "pointless." Instead, they serve a unique 
purpose when considering the world of the adolescent female. As the examination of the 
study's three books illustrates, they can provide a reflection of what it means, or what it 
should mean, to be an adolescent girl today. But the books do not merely act as a mirror 
of the adolescent female's experience. As the thoughts of the participants show, these 
books are not instruction manuals or models of what girls should aspire towards. Instead, 
the novels and their female characters can serve multiple purposes ranging from mere 
entertainment and escapism to cautionary tales to providing a gateway for thinking about 
and discussing subjects that are relevant for teenage girls. 
A number of findings emerged from readings of The Sisterhood of the Traveling 
Pants, Because I'm Worth It, and Twilight, as well as commentaries and analyses of these 
books, regarding several areas important to many teenage girls. These themes include the 
significance of appearances in adolescent girls' lives, the conflict between the traditional 
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roles of the "good girl" and the "other girl," and the challenges that come with building 
and maintaining relationships. 
What These Books Say about Their Female Characters 
As discussed in previous chapters, the three young adult books included in this 
study initially appear to be very different since they focus on seemingly disparate sets of 
characters and plots. However, despite their unusual features such as magical pants (The 
Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants), extremely wealthy and well-connected teenage 
fashionistas (Because I'm Worth It), and sparkly vampires (Twilight), each of these books 
offer some overlapping ideas of what it means to be an adolescent girl. Additionally, 
although these books are supposedly written for the current generation of tweens and 
teenagers, some of the coinciding premises about what it means to be an adolescent girl 
have roots in previous works of young adult literature. 
The most prominent theme found in each book, with some minor variations, is the 
importance of external appearances, in regards both to physical traits and to clothing and 
accessories. All of the main female characters in the books are attractive, and most would 
be considered conventionally pretty if not outright beautiful. Even Bras hares's (200 1) 
attempts in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants to make her four heroines physically 
distinct and, with the exception of the stunning Lena, appealing in unorthodox ways fall 
flat, since the detailed passages dedicated to describing each of the girls' looks undermine 
her efforts. Similarly, Bella's protestations that she has average features ring false given 
her ability to attract almost every teenage boy in her school. In short, these books 
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emphasize the importance of physical traits for adolescent girls. 
Similarly, these three books all emphasize how clothing and accessories can 
endow the wearer or owner with additional importance and meaning. For the main 
characters in each of these books, clothes are never just clothes. From the titular jeans in 
The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants to the numerous designer clothes in Because I'm 
Worth It to Bella's nondescript uniform of jeans and tops, clothing choices provide clues 
to the wearers' inner selves and senses of worth. Bras hares's (200 1) and Meyer's (2005) 
novels use this device in a relatively straightforward manner, as their characters' clothing 
correspond to their personalities. In contrast to this, Because I'm Worth It provides a 
more literal interpretation of how clothing can signal worth, since the brand-obsessed 
characters judge each other based on the hipness and cost of the designer clothing they 
wear. 
Besides the predictable views of appearances, all three books also include the 
trope of the good girl and the other girl. Notwithstanding the protestations of the 
importance of differences in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants and Twilight, both 
books make it clear that good girls conform to society standards, such as taking the 
passive role in relationships, in order to get their happy endings while other girls reject 
these expectations at their own peril. Surprisingly, the name-brand-obsessed Because I'm 
Worth It provides a more complex, if lighthearted, presentation of this trope. Although 
Serena and Blair appear to conform to being the good girl and other girl, respectively, a 
closer examination shows that von Ziegesar (2003) plays with the stereotype by having 
both characters exhibit good girl and other girl traits. 
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The final message regarding adolescent girlhood included in these three books 
speaks to the importance of relationships to adolescent females and the difficulties in 
creating and maintaining these relationships. The dominant relationship two of the three 
books is female friendship, with Twilight serving as the notable exception. However, all 
three of the books present a rather jaundiced view of female friendship and take pains to 
emphasize the complications that come with this necessary part of the adolescent 
experience. In The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, which explicitly champions the 
closeness of the four main characters, Brashares (2001), perhaps unintentionally, shows 
the consequences that might come if the bonds of friendship are too strong. However, 
Because I'm Worth It and Twilight offer bleak alternatives since they imply that real 
friendship does not exist and that friends are only there to improve social standing 
(Because I'm Worth It) or to serve as a placeholder until an adolescent acquires a 
romantic partner (Twilight). 
In addition to the relationships between friends, the books also prominently 
feature romantic entanglements in their storylines, with the insinuation that these sorts of 
relationships serve as a reflection of a character's worth. Whether the storyline featured 
characters changing romantic interests as frequently as they changed clothes, which was 
the case in Because I'm Worth It, or it stressed the idea of having one all-encompassing 
romance, as in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants and Twilight, all the books imply 
that having a relationship with the "right" guy not only can make a female character 
complete but also serves as a litmus test for the character's desirability and value. While 
Because I'm Worth It uses this idea for comedic effect as Blair tries to ensnare an older 
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man she meets during her Yale interview, The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants and 
Twilight give straight portrayals of this concept as Lena becomes less inhibited through 
her relationship with Kostos and Bella finds someone who makes her feel complete in 
Forks. Although preoccupation with romance and finding a partner is part of the 
conception of the adolescent experience (Erikson, 1968), the suggestion that the right 
romantic match is necessary for females to become the best possible version of 
themselves presents a problematic moral. 
Platonic and romantic relationships play a significant role in the books, but 
familial relationships are noticeably absent. In keeping with the findings of Erikson 
(1968) regarding the inevitable separation that occurs between child and parents during 
adolescence as well as the literary criticism of several scholars of young adult literature 
(Crew, 2000; Johnson, 2006; Trites, 2000), the parents in these three works are 
nonentities. The authors have chosen to focus on the teenage characters and to give these 
characters the freedom to act without parental constraints. Consequently, the parents in 
Because I'm Worth It barely warrant a mention among the descriptions of romantic 
entanglements and catty confrontations, while the parents in The Sisterhood of the 
Traveling Pants are portrayed as too preoccupied to help their daughters. Even though 
The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants has a plot that centers on Carmen's relationship 
with her father, the father's ineffectiveness, passivity, and physical and emotional 
absence forces Carmen to take the responsibility of repairing their fractured bond. The 
theme of inattentive and useless parents is somewhat undermined by the portrayal of 
Charlie in Twilight. Unlike Bella's flighty mother, Charlie tries to take care of his 
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daughter, but his work as sheriff conveniently forces him to be away from home. These 
absences, along with his quiet demeanor, allow Bella the autonomy and time to pursue 
her relationship with Edward. 
Upon examining these themes and tropes, it becomes clear that these books 
provide a portrait of adolescent teen girls that is ambivalent at best. Although there are 
some variations and exceptions in the three books regarding these messages, overall the 
messages regarding what it means to be an adolescent girl are bleak. The emphasis on 
appearances and the promotion of traditional female stereotypes provide readers with 
values that are unenlightened and are potentially harmful. Additionally, the portrayals of 
relationships can lead readers to faulty judgments in regards to what they should value 
and prioritize. For instance, the message that friendships are interdependent and exclusive 
or undependable and based on convenience can cause readers to question their own 
friendships and theoretically prevent them from seeking out and forming bonds with their 
peers that will allow them support during this time of physical and emotional upheaval. 
Even more alarming is the insinuation that having the right romantic relationship is key 
for a girl to have a fully-formed sense of self. This not only might pressure adolescent 
girls into romantic pursuits, but it can also compromise their sense of self-efficacy and 
worth. Finally, the anemic portrayal of parent-daughter relationships, with the suggestion 
that parents are unable and unwilling to see and help their teenagers, might undermine the 
teenage girl's own views of her parents and compromise her willingness to go to them for 
assistance. 
These messages provide critics with ample ammunition when they allege that 
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Y AL encourages adolescent readers to think about and internalize stereotypical and 
potentially dangerous ideas of what they need in order to be popular, successful, or even 
typical teenagers (Christian-Smith, 1990; Lamb & Brown, 2006; O'Keefe, 2000). 
However, fears that girls will be influenced by these embedded ideas depend upon the 
way that adolescent readers respond to and interact with books. As the next section 
illustrates, in this study the participants' responses to the books' were far from 
unquestioning acceptance. 
Findings Based on the Participants' Responses to the Books 
Like the three books in the study, the responses of the five girls who participated 
in the interview process first seem unrelated and sometimes contradictory. The 
participants rarely came to an obvious consensus regarding the ideas in the books. While 
these differences of opinion made the data analysis more complicated, they also revealed 
a great deal about how individual girls interpret and process the information they 
encounter in their recreational reading. Consequently, while the variations in opinions, as 
well as the small sample size, make it impossible to identify how all adolescent girls 
would react to a given idea in the text, they do provide insights about how readers might 
come to different conclusions by using similar strategies. They also suggest how 
differences in age, development, and experience can influence the way readers consider 
and interpret books. 
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Developmental and experiential differences.As noted in chapters four, five, and 
six, some of the differences of opinion and interpretation seemed to stem from the 
participants' ages and experiences. At first glance, the three years that separated the 
youngest participant from the oldest participants might seem insignificant. However, 
research on adolescent development shows that numerous changes occur during each 
year of adolescence (Erikson, 1968), and the data from this study also seems to support 
this. In addition to having more to say, the older participants' answers provided a marked 
contrast to those from the younger participants. A prime example of this occurred during 
the participants' responses to Carmen's situation in The Sisterhood of the Traveling 
Pants. While Ellie and Hayley, two of the younger participants, found Carmen' s actions 
and behavior toward her father and his new family immature and unrealistic, Vivienne 
and Meredith, the older participants, were able to empathize with the character and found 
her actions necessary and justified. As discussed in chapter four, this contrast in opinion 
might come from the different stages of development the participants were in at the time. 
While the younger participants were still grappling with developing their sense of self, 
the older participants may have started contending with the conflict of intimacy versus 
isolation (Erikson, 1950). Consequently, it is possible that Ellie and Hayley might 
respond to the books and their characters in a different manner when they are 17 because 
they will have reached a different stage of development. 
Diverse experiences also appeared to influence the five readers' thoughts on the 
books. One of the charges against adolescent literature is that the books teach girls a 
series of objectionable lessons, such as "the importance of shopping, boyfriends, being 
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understood, and hating math" (Lamb & Brown, 2006, p.177). Although this construct is 
certainly within the realm of possibility, the participants in this study did not seem to use 
the three books in this manner. Instead of gleaning ideas from the books, they read the 
books and used them as a basis of comparison with their lives. This suggests that 
recreational reading might not necessarily teach lessons as much as it provides a way of 
reaffirming what readers already think and experience. Furthermore, the participants' use 
of experiences to interpret what they were reading coincides with Rosenblatt's (1995) 
reader-response theory that reading is a transaction between the reader and text, where 
"the transactional phrasing places the stress on each reading as a particular event 
involving a particular reader and a particular text recursively influencing each other under 
particular circumstances" (p.292). 
This tendency to compare the characters and plots from the books to their 
individual realities occurred repeatedly during the interviews. From their complaints 
about Bella's treatment of her friends in Twilight to their assessment of the lack of 
parents in Because I'm Worth It, many of their pronouncements about what seemed real 
or was within the realm of possibility were supported with examples from their lives. 
These examples either provided an experience that was similar to the one from the book 
or, conversely, or one that countered the book's depiction. For instance, when evaluating 
whether teenage girls in the real world would abandon their friends for a romantic 
interest, as Bella does in Twilight, Hayley based her answer on the shifting dynamics she 
experienced with a friend who had just started dating. 
The constant comparisons between their immediate world and the events in the 
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books make sense because their friends, their school, and their experiences were what 
they possessed as a baseline for what was real. Furthermore, in many cases, this 
inclination appeared to be beneficial. In our discussions, some of the participants did not 
accept some of the more questionable ideas, like the negative portrayal of female 
friendship in Because I'm Worth It, because they found that depiction to be inaccurate 
and incomplete when compared to their own lives. However, problems might occur if and 
when the reader's reality mirrors questionable ideas and values found in books. This 
seemed to be the case with Ellie, who was preoccupied with shopping and brands and 
who seemed to have the most positive reaction to the use of brand names in the Gossip 
Girl book. Rather than viewing the characters' desire for designer goods as a means of 
description or a satiric depiction of the real world, she saw it as normal since she had the 
same aspirations. 
Growing up female: Themes from the participants' responses to the books. 
As noted earlier, the participants did not have uniform responses to the books' characters. 
Instead of all of the participants liking or disliking the same characters, they tended to 
seek out characters that they found compelling or relatable based on their personal 
experiences and interpretations. Depending on the participant, Bridget was either an 
admirable, carefree go-getter, as she was for two of the participants, or a cautionary tale 
of what happens when a girl makes poor decisions, as indicated by the responses of 
Meredith, Vivienne, and Hayley. Again, experience seemed to influence the participants ' 
reactions to the books and their characters, since the girls based much of their acceptance 
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or rejection of a character on whether or not the character reflected their experiences and 
fit into their world views. The effect of experience was perhaps most evident in the girls' 
interpretation of the good girl/other girl trope. Rather than identifying the good girl as the 
model of what teenage girls should aspire to be, the participants ' reactions were 
decidedly mixed. As noted in chapter four, the younger participants did not always 
recognize Bridget's status as the other girl whose aggressive behavior causes her 
downfall. Instead, they ascertained that Bridget would fully recover from her first sexual 
experience and return to her usual vivacious self. Additionally, four of the five 
participants rejected Lena, the supposed good girl, because her character did not possess 
the same brashness that Bridget had. This trend continued in the other books, where the 
participants did not come to a consensus regarding whether or not characters like Blair, 
Serena, or Bella were worth emulating. Consequently, even though authors seem to 
include these archetypes as a means of commenting on behavior or of creating dramatic 
tension (Christian-Smith, 1990), the participants did not seem to gravitate toward one 
type of character over another. 
Different experiences also appeared to influence the participants' reactions to the 
depictions of friendship in the novels. When considering the relationships between the 
female characters in the three books, the participants could not agree as to whether or not 
the jaundiced depiction of female friendship accurately reflected the experience of 
teenage girls. For instance, the relationship between Blair and Serena was judged as 
possible by Hayley and Ellie, and Ellie even defended the relationship as innocuous if not 
particularly positive. However, Meredith and Vivienne argued that, in contrast to the 
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depiction in Because I'm Worth It, girls at all levels of the high school social hierarchy 
require and have actual friendships and not the cynical relationships depicted. Again, the 
participants used their own experiences as a filter to determine the worth and veracity of 
the platonic relationships in the books, thus indicating the role experience plays when a 
reader encounters a text and the importance of considering the individual reader's 
response to a work rather than making a broad generalization designed to apply to all 
readers (Rosenblatt, 1995). 
Likewise, the participants remained divided when considering the romantic 
relationships between the characters. The most pronounced division regarding the 
depiction of romance was the participants' reactions to Bella and Edward's relationship 
in Twilight. Although Vivienne, Ellie, and Hayley deemed the relationship positive, only 
Ellie was unambiguous in her endorsement. Hayley and Vivienne admitted that they 
enjoyed the relationship but found parts of it unrealistic or disturbing, while Celia and 
Meredith found the negative connotations, such as the unequal power dynamic between 
the partners and Bella's general lack of agency, so upsetting that they were unable to buy 
into the purported romance. Unlike the reactions to the other themes, these responses did 
not have the same immediate connection to real-world experience. In other words, none 
of the girls related the real-life romances from their own experiences to those in the 
books. However, other experiential factors, such as the types of books they generally 
enjoyed reading or their socio-political views or their friends' romances, seemed to affect 
their perspectives. For instance, Meredith identified the supposed moral of Bridget's 
downfall but also rejected it because of its didactic and possibly false nature. In this case, 
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while experience indirectly had an effect on the participants' thoughts, it appears that 
reader response (Rosenblatt, 1995) and critical literacy (Friere, 197011988) had more of a 
direct impact in this regard. Some of the participants were able to "look for gaps 
and ... challenge the assumptions embedded in texts" (Cherland& Harper, 2007, p.198) 
rather than accepting the assumptions at face value. 
Despite the differences in opinions regarding most of the themes in the books, 
there was one area in which the participants' thoughts converged. In contrast to the work 
of Erikson ( 1968), the theories presented by literary critics like Trites (2000) and Johnson 
(2006), and conventional wisdom, the participants in this study rejected the portrayal of 
parents being too distant, too busy, and too uninterested to be involved in the lives of 
their teenage daughters. Whether they were examining the ineffectiveness of Carmen's 
father in The Sisterhood ofthe Traveling Pants, the negligence of Blair's mother in 
Because I'm Worth It, or Bella's insensitive treatment of Charlie in Twilight, the 
participants objected to the notion that parents do not and should not play a significant 
role in the lives of teenagers. Rather than following the Erikson trajectory of adolescent 
development that views the disconnect between parents and teenagers as an inevitable 
and even necessary part of maturing, the responses of these participants align with the 
findings of researchers in female adolescent development (Apter, 1993; Brown & 
Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, 1993). These researchers posit that, rather than rejecting 
parental guidance, teenage girls need and seek out ways of maintaining relationships with 
their parents during the tumultuous years of adolescence. 
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Conclusions 
Young adult literature has changed a great deal since Jennings's (1956) remarks 
that denigrated the genre. Besides becoming more popular, the books have also expanded 
the topics they address as well as the audience they seek to target. However, even though 
many of the surface characteristics of the books have changed, many of the more recent 
books still retain the troubling themes and implications researchers such as Christian-
Smith ( 1990) and Trites (2000) identified in earlier works. Even though the authors of the 
books in this study attempted to provide variations on the tropes of physical beauty and 
consumption, the dynamic between the good girl and the other girl, and the complexity of 
platonic, romantic, and familial relationships, the central concepts show little change 
from the portrayals in earlier books studied by Christian-Smith (1990). Consequently, 
despite the more mature content and the surface changes, such as the slick covers and the 
targeting of older readers, the books remain problematic in their portrayal of adolescent 
females. However, this does not mean that Y AL should be discounted as critics like 
Jennings (1956) would charge. Instead, the fact that the mainstays found in earlier Y AL 
remain suggests that, besides looking at the books, it is important to study the reactions 
from readers in the new target demographic. As readers leave middle school and become 
physically and mentally more mature, do their responses to the books they are reading for 
recreation likewise change? 
One of the central goals of this study was to learn about how adolescent girls 
interact with their recreational reading. Do they read and passively absorb the messages 
embedded in the books, or do they take a more active role in their reading by questioning 
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the messages? Furthermore, do they even identify the messages that critics deem harmful 
(Johnson, 2007; Mclnally, 2008; O'Keefe, 2000; Trites, 2000)? Although this study 
cannot provide a generalizable answer for any of these questions, the data suggests that 
the participants, for the most part, were critical consumers of the books. In each of the 
interviews, the participants constantly questioned the books' characters and plots and 
what the books implied about teenagers. Besides relating the events in the books to their 
own lives, several of the participants seemed aware of the authors' purposes in writing. 
For instance, Meredith, Vivienne, and Hayley perceived a message that Brashares (2001) 
embedded in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, namely that girls should take a 
passive role in romantic relationships. In addition to recognizing this message, these 
readers also questioned its validity, indicating that they did not automatically accept the 
lessons found in their recreational reading. Essentially, they were using the principles of 
critical literacy (Cherland& Harper, 2007; Freire, 197011988; Hall & Piazza, 2008) to 
identify messages and determine the messages' accuracy. 
However, the results of this study also indicate limitations to the participants' 
ability to read critically. For instance, they were often quick to judge and discard or 
accept messages, plotlines, and characters based on their own experiences. In this, they 
exhibited ways of reading associated with reader-response theory (Rosenblatt, 2005), in 
which each reader has an individual response based on the way he or she interacts with 
the text. While using immediate experience as a litmus test for judging whether a book is 
realistic or not might provide a gateway to critical reading, it should not serve as the main 
component in the process. Additionally, the participants sometimes had very literal 
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interpretations of what they were reading. This literalness prevented them from thinking 
beyond the specific circumstances presented in the text and extending them to other 
situations. It also presented an obstacle to empathizing with the characters and their 
predicaments. Furthermore, while this tendency was more common with the younger 
participants, the older participants were also susceptible to it as well. 
The results of this study also support the findings of researchers in female 
adolescent development (Apter, 1993; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, 1993) that 
indicate the importance of relationships for females. Besides the universal rejection of the 
portrayal of distant parent-daughter relationships, four of the five participants rejected the 
negative depictions of female friendship in the books. Whether the relationships seemed 
false, as in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, hypocritical and harmful, as in 
Because I'm Worth It, or insignificant, as in Twilight, the majority of participants 
identified problems with the supposed friendships based, at least partially, on their own 
experiences and perceptions of the world around them. It seems that the need for strong 
bonds supersedes the books' implications that female adolescence ultimately requires 
isolation from friends and family. 
Limitations of the Study 
Limitations with the measures. Throughout the data collection and analysis 
period, a number of limitations regarding the measures emerged. The first limitation 
involved the use of journals. As previously stated, the purpose of the journal responses 
was to prompt the participants to think about some of the ideas presented in the books 
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before our individual meetings. The journal responses were also designed to provide me 
with an additional data source to analyze and to refer to during the interviews as needed. 
However, the use of journals also presented several potential limitations. The first was 
that they might have seemed too similar to the schoolwork that the students had to 
complete for English class. This could have shifted their approach to reading the books 
from an aesthetic experience to an efferent one (Rosenblatt, 1978), thus compromising 
the original intention of studying how girls respond and react to their recreational 
reading. The other limitation had to do with participant buy-in. Only three of the five 
participants dependably completed and sent all their journal entries ahead of time as 
requested, with one participant sending in just one of the three entries and one participant 
failing to complete any. Furthermore, the 10 sets of entries I received varied greatly in 
length and sophistication of content. These limitations suggest that the protocol for 
journal entries should be reviewed and rewritten to provide more specific directions or 
perhaps removed from a subsequent study's design. 
Another limitation in regards to the study's measures had to do with the 
unanticipated problems the participants had interpreting the quotes from critics for the 
final interview. Although they received the quotes ahead of time, some of the 
participants, most notably Ellie and Hayley, had problems decoding and interpreting the 
texts. There was also confusion with some of the vocabulary, most notably "patriarchy," 
and the cultural references, such as "Nightingale-Bamford." Besides indicating that the 
participants might need some additional exposure to nonfiction and literary criticism, 
their comprehension problems might have affected their ability to decide if the contents 
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were accurate since, in some cases, I had to paraphrase the quotes during the interviews. 
These problems suggest that using simpler quotes might have garnered more useful 
results. 
A final limitation in the measures had to do with the books in question. Although 
all of the books fit into the set criteria and are still available and read, works such as The 
Hunger Games series, which revolve around a somewhat more proactive teenage heroine, 
have become increasingly popular in recent years. Additionally, according to several of 
the Y AL experts I consulted during the study, books such as The Sisterhood of the 
Traveling Pants and Twilight are now first read by girls in early adolescence. While these 
girls may reread the books as they get older, they tend to be viewed as more in line with 
the interests and reading level of middle school students. 
Limitations with recruiting. The most notable, and perhaps the most 
problematic, limitation of this study was the small sample size and the variations within 
that small sample. These limitations were the results of problems recruiting participants. 
While this presented drawbacks in regards to the study as a whole, it presented a number 
of challenges when examining the differences in responses between the oldest and 
youngest participants. Although all of the participants were within a three-year age range, 
the disparity between the answers given by the oldest participants (Vivienne and 
Meredith) and the youngest participant (Ellie) was substantial. However, since the sample 
size was so small and Ellie was the only 14-year-old participant, it was difficult to discern 
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whether the variations in responses could be attributed to normal developmental 
differences or if there were other underlying reasons. 
The Need for Further Research 
As suggested by the limitations, this study provides only a small piece of the 
puzzle when it comes to exploring older adolescent girls' responses to their recreational 
reading. Replicating this study with a larger number of participants would be useful. 
Additionally, doing a similar study with participants from different backgrounds, 
specifically other socioeconomic classes and cultures, would be helpful given the 
influence that the participants' experiences had on their understanding of the books. 
Further research utilizing different books, such as the recently popular Hunger Games 
series, would help keep the findings up to date and allow for researchers to see how and if 
there is a difference in the ways the participants respond to different works. 
One of the trends that emerged from the data was the differences in responses 
between the younger participants and the older participants. For instance, Meredith's 
interpretations of the books differed greatly from Ellie's interpretations. Meredith 
responded to the books in a more sophisticated and thoughtful manner by using support 
from the text and juxtaposing the books' events with her own life, and she provided more 
accurate descriptions of the plots and characters. Ellie was the only participant to find 
some of the books' plots, language, and themes difficult to follow, and her answers 
tended to be shorter and more plot-based. Given the study's small size, it is impossible to 
determine whether the differences in Meredith' s and Ellie's comprehension and 
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responses are standard for their respective ages and grades or whether these girls happen 
to be outliers. A study with a larger sample size of two different age groups, namely high 
school freshmen and juniors, would allow this trend to be examined further. 
Implications and Recommendations for Professionals and Parents 
The results have a number of implications for professionals and parents in regards 
to adolescent girls' recreational reading. While adolescent literature does not seem to be 
harmful to readers, the following suggestions can help prevent misunderstandings and 
allow adults to be aware of what the girls are reading and how they are reacting to their 
books without limiting the girls' choices or being too intrusive. 
The first implication is that parents, teachers, and librarians need to give these 
readers access to a wide variety of books. Besides improving their ability to read multiple 
types of text, this can also help expose the girls to multiple points of view, which could 
help broaden their horizons and thus mitigate their tendency to discard anything that does 
not align with their previous experiences. Additionally, as noted by Lankshear and 
McLaren (1993), a wide variety of books is necessary for a form of critical literacy. From 
the pluralistic perspective of this construct, readers need to explore texts on a range of 
topics in order "to become committed to the possibility of approximating objective truth 
and to see its pursuit as an imperative" (p.26). 
Additionally, adults need to give adolescent girls opportunity to discuss their 
recreational reading with adults and with each other. Besides providing a means of 
gaining insight into the girls' recreational reading habits and interpretations of what they 
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are reading, this also gives girls a forum to express and work through their thoughts on 
books and the world around them. Besides helping build critical literacy, this practice can 
also provide a way of establishing and maintaining the interpersonal connections girls 
need and seek out (Apter, 1993; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Debold et al., 1999; Gilligan, 
1993; Youniss&Smollar, 1985). 
Given the participants' penchant for comparing their experiences to the books, it 
is important for adults to know that the girls' reality is the powerful lens by which they 
view almost any character, plot, or message. Damaging messages in books seem less 
likely to take hold in readers who have healthy real-world interactions and models. 
Conversely, books with positive messages will probably not have the desired effects if 
readers cannot see any parallels between their lives and the books. This means that being 
aware of the messages of the books and how they measure up against readers' lives is 
vital. Giving adolescent girls a variety of opportunities for meaningful exposure to 
perspectives and experiences outside of their immediate surroundings is vital to helping 
them build up an experiential filter that will allow them to realize the positive messages 
in books while rejecting the negative implications. 
Despite the constraints of this study, the data that emerged offers insight into how 
these three books portray adolescent females and how these particular girls interpreted 
the portrayals. Rather than being the empty texts feared by Jennings (1956) and 
Rosenblatt (2005), these works of Y AL provided a way for the five participants to 
analyze and examine for their own experiences and theories about what it means to be an 
adolescent girl. Far from being passive and unquestioning recipients of the books' ideas 
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and values, all the participants exhibited some level of critical thinking and reasoning 
skills when describing their thoughts regarding the books' depictions of teenage girls and 
messages on what it means to be a teenager today. Rather than viewing the ideas in the 
books as incontestable truth, the participants took a more analytical approach and used 
their personal experiences as points of comparison. These comparisons signaled to the 
girls whether the books' implications were true to life and should be worth considering or 
were incongruent to their experiences and should be ignored because of their lack of 
realism. Although this predisposition is not without its shortcomings, it does signal that 
these readers might not be as susceptible to automatically internalizing the messages 
found in Y ALas some have suspected (Lamb & Brown, 2006; Mclnally, 2008; O'Keefe, 
2000; Trites, 2000). Consequently, the girls in this study show how popular Y AL can 
move beyond being, as Rosenblatt (2005) charges, an escapist drug that ensnares 
adolescents or, as critics fear, a way of asserting traditional principles upon adolescents. 
Instead, it can serve as a means by which female readers can reflect on and question their 
thoughts, experiences, and values, thus possibly giving them the opportunity to defy the 
silencing that occurs during female adolescence (Gilligan, 1993) and find and maintain 
their own voices going forward. 
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Appendix A 
Recruitment Flyer 
Boston University 
Older Adolescent Girls' Reactions to and Interactions with Three 
Works of Popular Young Adult Literature 
Volunteers Wanted for a Research Study 
This research study focuses on how adolescent girls respond to the 
depictions of female characters in three recent works of popular young adult 
literature. 
If you are a girl grades 10-11 who loves reading (and reads at least one book 
a month just for fun), then you may be eligible for participating in this study. 
By participating, you will have the chance to discuss reading with the lead 
investigator and with other girls who like reading. You will also receive 
three copies of the books that will be used for this study. 
For more information or if you are interested in participating in this study, 
please call Terri Suico at 617-383-5306 or email terrisuico@yahoo.com 
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AppendixB 
Reading Questionnaire (uploaded to Survey Monkey) 
I would appreciate it if you would take a brief amount of time to answer the questions on 
this form. I am conducting a survey to determine the reading habits of adolescent girls. 
The questionnaire is designed to discover your attitudes and opinions about the books 
you read. 
1. What types of books do you enjoy reading? (please check all that apply) 
biography historical fiction 
westerns chick lit 
historical romances __ contemporary 
mysteries 
classics 
fantasy 
young adult literature 
romances 
science fiction 
comic books 
fantasy romances 
__ other (please specify): 
2. What other materials do you read besides traditional books? (please check all that 
apply) 
teen magazines 
fashion magazines 
news magazines 
popular culture magazines 
sports magazines 
other magazines (please specify): 
blogs 
fan fiction 
other Websites and publications (please specify): 
3. About how many books do you read each month for recreation (in other words, 
not for a school assignment)? 
1-2 
3-4 
5-6 
7 or more 
4. Do you read books for recreation every day or almost every day? 
yes 
no 
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5. About how many hours per week do you spend reading books for recreation? 
1 - 5 hours 6 - 10 hours 
11- 15 hours 16-20 hours 
21 hours or more 
*Some questions adapted from Christian-Smith (1990) and Radaway (1991) 
6. What influences you the most when you choose a book? 
author someone 
recommended it to 
me 
book reviews cover illustration 
back cover summary __ other (please specify): 
7. Do you think that books for young adults generally are: 
well written 
moderately well written 
not well written 
8. How often do you discuss your recreational reading with others? 
Often 
Sometimes 
Seldom 
Never 
9. Who do you discuss recreational reading with most often? 
My mother/ female guardian 
My sister(s) 
My teacher(s) 
My friend( s) 
Other (please specify): 
10. How often do you re-read books you've already read? 
Often 
Sometimes 
Rarely 
Never 
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11 . What qualities do you like to see in a heroine? (please rank your top 5 in order of 
importance, with 1 being the most important, 2 being the second-most important, 
etc.) 
__ Intelligence 
__ Honesty 
__ Wealthy 
Sense of humor 
Assertiveness 
__ Aggressiveness 
__ Loyalty 
__ Domesticity 
__ Strength 
__ Caring 
__ Independence 
__ Friendliness 
__ Beauty 
__ Popularity 
__ Passivity 
__ Other (please specify): 
12. Based on your knowledge of young adult literature, how closely do you think the 
characters in books for young adult are like people you meet everyday? 
Identical 
Very similar 
Kind of Similar 
Not at all similar 
13. Do you think the things happening in young adult literature do happen in real life? 
Always 
Very often 
Sometimes 
Seldom 
Never 
14. Why do you read young adult literature? (please rank your reasons in order of 
importance, with 1 being the most important, 2 being the second-most important, 
etc) 
To relax 
To escape my problems 
To learn about new things 
Because I like to read about characters who are my age 
Because I like to read about characters who are experiencing the 
same things I am experiencing 
Other (please specify): 
15. Name one of your favorite female characters: _________ _ 
a. Please describe this character: 
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16. Name one of your favorite male characters: ___________ _ 
a. How does this character treat the female characters in his book? 
17. Please list your 3 favorite books: 
a. 
b. 
c. 
18. Please list the five most recent books you have read for recreation (not for a 
class): 
a. 
b. 
c. 
d. 
e. 
19. What is your age? _____ _ 
20. What is your father's/male guardian's primary occupation? _______ _ 
21. What is your mother' s/female guardian's primary occupation? ______ _ 
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Appendix C 
Participant Assent Form for Participation in a Research Study to Determine Older 
Adolescent Girls' Interactions with Popular Young Adult Literature 
Boston University 
Thank you for considering participating in this research study. This form provides 
information regarding the purpose of this research, a description of the involvement 
required, and your rights as a participant. 
Description of the research and of your participation 
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of how girls, ages 15-17, 
respond to the books they choose read for recreation. 
Your participation in this study will consist of: 
Completing an online survey on your recreational reading habits and preferences. 
Reading three books selected by the researcher. The researcher will let you know 
the reading schedule. While reading the books, you will need to respond via email 
to the prompts and questions supplied by the researcher. 
Participating in three one-on-one interviews (each approximately 30 minutes in 
length) with the researcher and one focus group session (lasting approximately 90 
minutes) with the researcher and six or seven other participants. In the interviews, 
you will be asked to discuss your reading habits and your responses to the books 
selected by the researcher. 
The joumaling and interviews will take place from September, 2010 to February, 2010. 
Excluding the time needed for reading the books, the amount of time required for your 
participation will be approximately six hours spread over the course of six months. 
Risks and discomforts 
There is little to no risk in this study. However, you have the right to withdraw from the 
study at any time. If you choose to withdraw from the study, any information you 
provide will be destroyed and omitted from the research. 
Benefits 
You will receive free copies of the books selected for this study. These books are yours to 
keep after the data collection process is finished. At the end of the data collection 
process, your name will also be placed in a raffle for two Apple iPads. 
Protection of confidentiality 
The interviews will be recorded via digital audio. The recording will only be heard by the 
researcher and the transcriptionist. You are not required to answer all questions, and you 
many pass on any question that makes you feel uncomfortable. If you feel uncomfortable 
with the recorder, you may ask that it be turned off at any time. 
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The findings from your participation in this study will not be published without your 
express permission. Your name and any identifying information will not be associated 
with any part of the written report, which will use pseudonyms and will mask any other 
identifying information. 
Voluntary participation 
Participation in this research study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate in this 
study or you may decide to withdraw from the study at any time. You will not be 
penalized in any way should you decide to not participate in the study or should you 
decide to withdraw from the study. 
Contact information 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding the study or its methods, you are 
welcome to contact me at my e-mail address (terrisuico@yahoo.com) or by phone (617-
383-5306/ cell- 615-430-6983). You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Phil Tate, bye-
mail (ptate@bu.edu) or at his office (617-353-7102). 
Consent 
By signing below, I acknowledge that I have read and understood the above 
information and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I am away that I 
can stop my participation in this study at any time. 
Please print your full name: 
Signature Date 
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Appendix D 
Parental Permission Form for Participation of a Child in a Research Study to 
Determine Older Adolescent Girls' Interactions with Popular Young Adult 
Literature 
Boston University 
Thank you for considering allowing your daughter to participate in this research study. 
This form provides information regarding the purpose of this research, a description of 
the involvement required, and your daughter' s rights as a participant. 
Description of the research and your child's participation 
Your child hasbeen invited to participate in a research study conducted by Terri Suico, a 
doctoral student working under the auspices of Dr. Phil Tate. The purpose of this research 
is to gain a better understanding of how girls, ages 15-17, respond to the female 
characters in three works of popular young adult literature. 
Your child'sparticipation will involve completing an online survey, three one-on-one 
interviews (each approximately 30 minutes in length) with the researcher, and a focus 
group discussion (lasting approximately 90 minutes) with the researcher and six or seven 
other participants. In addition to this, your daughter will be asked to read three young 
adult novels selected by the researcher and respond to these books in journal entries sent 
to the research via e-mail and in the interviews. The amount of time required for your 
child'sparticipation will be approximately six hours (not including the time she needs to 
read the books) spread over a period of six months. 
Risks and discomforts 
There are no known risks associated with this research. 
Benefits 
For participating in this study, your child will receive free copies of the books we will be 
discussing. She will be allowed to keep these books after her involvement in the study is 
finished. She will be entered in a raffle to win an Apple iPad. If she decides to end her 
involvement in the study before the end of the data collection process, she will allowed to 
keep the books, but she will be eligible for the raffle. 
Protection of confidentiality 
The interviews will be recorded via digital audio. The recordings will only be heard by 
the researcher and by the transcriptionist. If any of the participants feels uncomfortable 
with recorder, she may ask that it be turned off at any time. 
The findings from your daughter's participation in this study will not be published 
without the express consent of the participants. The participants' names and any 
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identifying information will not be associated with any part of the written report, which 
will use pseudonyms. 
Voluntary participation 
Participation in this research study is voluntary. You may refuse to allow your child 
toparticipate and you may withdraw your child form the study at any time. Your child 
will not be penalized in any way should you decide not to allow your child to participate 
or decide to withdraw your child from this study. 
Contact information 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding the study or its methods, you are 
welcome to contact me at my e-mail address (terrisuico@yahoo.com) or by phone (617-
383-5306/ cell 615-430-6983). You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Phil Tate, by e-mail 
(ptate@bu.edu) or at his office (617-353-7102). 
Consent 
I have read this parental permission form and have been given the opportunity to 
ask questions. I give my permission for my child to participate in this study. 
Parent's signature: _______________ _ Date: 
Child' s Name: __________________ _ 
199 
Appendix E 
Journal Prompts for the Participants 
The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 
1. Which of the characters did you find the most intriguing? Why? Feel free to 
discuss the characters' personality, the different storylines, etc. 
2. Which of the characters did you find the least intriguing? Why? 
3. How would you describe the relationships between the female characters? Are 
their relationships positive? Are their relationships realistic? Why? 
4. What is important to the female characters in this book? How can you tell that 
these things are important to them? Do you think that these same things are 
important to most teenage girls? 
5. Of the four characters, which one did you relate to the most? Which one best 
mirrors you? Why? 
6. Consider the different adventures of the four protagonists. Two of the characters 
have storylines that center around romantic relationships, while the stories of the 
other two girls are concerned with platonic relationships. Did you find one type of 
storyline better than the other? Why? 
Because I'm Worth It: A Gossip Girl Book 
1. Which of the characters did you find the most intriguing? Why? Feel free to 
discuss the characters' personality, the different storylines, etc. 
2. Which of the characters did you find the least intriguing? Why? 
3. How would you describe the relationships between the female characters? Are 
their relationships positive? Are their relationships realistic? Why? 
4. What is important to the female characters in this book? How can you tell that 
these things are important to them? Do you think that these same things are 
important to most teenage girls? 
5. Consider the female characters' romantic relationships and aspirations. What role 
do these relationships play in the lives of the female characters? In other words, 
how do the characters view the role of romantic relationships? Do you consider 
this a realistic way of viewing relationships? Why or why not? 
6. Did you notice any references to brand-name products? How do you explain the 
author's use of brands? Do you think that the name-dropping adds to the book's 
atmosphere and character or do you find it distracting? Why? 
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Twilight 
1. Which of the characters did you find the most intriguing? Why? Feel free to 
discuss the characters' personality, the different storylines, etc. 
2. Which of the characters did you find the least intriguing? Why? 
3. How would you describe the relationships between the female characters? Are 
their relationships positive? Are their relationships realistic? Why? 
4. What is important to the female characters in this book? How can you tell that 
these things are important to them? Do you think that these same things are 
important to most teenage girls? 
5. How would you characterize Bella Swan? Is she a realistic character? Is she 
someone who teenage girls should try to emulate? Why or why not? 
6. Why do you think that many of the male characters, including Mike, Eric, Jacob, 
and Edward, are attracted to Bella? What is the basis of their attraction? Is this 
true in real life as well? 
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Appendix F 
Individual Interview Questions 
Interview Questions for All Interviews: 
1. Had you read this book before or were you familiar with the other books in this 
series before you read this? 
a. If so, did your opinion of the book or the series change after re-reading it? 
b. If not, what was your initial reaction to the book? 
2. Do you know any other girl who has read this book/book series before? What was 
her reaction to this book? 
3. Who were the most memorable characters in this book? Why? 
4. Who was the most memorable female character? Why? 
5. Does this book provide a realistic depiction of what teenage girls are like today? 
6. Was there a particular character that you were able to relate to? Who was it? Why 
did you find this character relatable? 
7. What do you think of the female characters' relationships with each other? In 
what ways were these relationships realistic or unrealistic? 
8. What do you think of the female character's relationships with the male 
characters? In what ways were these relationships realistic or unrealistic? 
9. Do you know of any girls who would want to be like the characters in this book? 
10. What may people think this book is saying about adolescent females? 
11. Would you want to re-read this book for fun? 
12. Why do you think that these books are popular? 
Additional Questions for the 1st Interview - The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 
1. There are four different plots in this book. Which of these plots did you find the 
most interesting? Which of these did you find the most relatable? Why? 
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2. Why do you think that Lena's and Bridget's romances end in such different ways? 
What might this say about the nature of their relationships? 
Additional Questions for the 2nd Interview- Because I'm Worth It 
1. This book (and the Gossip Girl series in general) names a number of brands. 
What did you think of the use of brand names? 
2. Were there any brands or items that the characters use or mention that you found 
interesting or appealing? What were they? Did you do any follow-up on these 
items? How did you follow-up or research these items? 
Additional Questions for the 3rd Interview - Twilight 
1. How would you define the character of Bella? What is realistic about this 
character? What is unrealistic about her? 
2. Why do you think that many of the male characters, including Mike, Eric, Jacob, 
and Edward, are attracted to Bella? What is the basis of their attraction? Is this 
true in real life as well? 
3. Twilight is currently very popular. What is it about this book that makes it so 
appealing? What, if anything, does this book have that other books (both the ones 
included in this study and others that you have read) lack? 
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Appendix G 
Final Interview Questions 
General question on the books: 
1. How did you like this experience of being in the study? 
2. What did you think of the three books in the study? 
3. What are some other books that might fit in this study? 
4. How influential are books to you? 
5. How influential were these specific books (or these types of books?) to you? 
6. What (negative and positive) portrayals or messages do you remember from each 
of these books? 
7. Did knowing that you were going to be discussing these books with me influence 
the way you read them? In other words, did you read them with a more discerning 
eye than you would otherwise? 
8. How influential do you think books, in general, are to teen girls who read? 
9. How influential do you think these specific books (or these types of books?) are to 
teen girls who read? 
10. Do you think that these books promote stereotypes of teen girls? 
11. What advice or suggestions would you give to a teen girl who wanted to read 
these three books? 
12. Which of these books was your favorite to read (or reread)? Why was this book 
your favorite? 
13. Who were the most memorable characters for you from the three books we read? 
Why were these characters memorable? 
14. Which of the books was your least favorite? Why was this book your least 
favorite? 
15. The criticism/research suggests that these kinds of books glamorizes/normalizes 
certain negative behavior among teen girls. Do you think that this is a fair charge? 
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For instance, do girls read Gossip Girl books and think that their worth is 
connected to what they own/wear? Do they read Twilight and think that a boy is 
needed for them to be complete? 
Questions relating to each of the book quotes: 
1. Did you have the opportunity to read the quote before our meeting today? 
2. What do you think this quote is saying about the book? 
3. How would you rate the accuracy of this quote's critique of the book? Does the 
author of the quote have a good point or is the author misreading the book or 
misreading the book' s readers? 
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Appendix H 
Character Survey 
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. In it, you will be asked 
to rate the female characters from the books you read for this study. 
The questions on this first page is to help the researcher collect demographic 
information. Specific contact information (such as your name and email 
address) will only be seen by the researcher. 
1. Please enter the following information. This information will only be seen by the 
researcher. 
a. Name: 
b. School: 
c. Email Address: 
2. What is your age? 
3. What grade are you currently in? 
a. Freshman 
b. Sophomore 
c. Junior 
d. Senior 
e. Fifth year/Other 
Page Two - The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 
This page will ask you questions about characters from The Sisterhood of the Traveling 
Pants. 
4. Consider the character of Bridget from The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. 
Please rate the character on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 
5 being "I completely disagree," in terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
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5. Consider the character of Carmen from The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. 
Please rate the character on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 
5 being "I completely disagree," in terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
6. Consider the character of Lena from The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. 
Please rate the character on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 
5 being "I completely disagree," in terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
7. Consider the character of Tibby from The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. 
Please rate the character on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 
5 being "I completely disagree," in terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
Page Three- Because I'm Worth It: A Gossip Girl Novel: 
This page will ask you questions about characters from Because I'm Worth It: A Gossip 
Girl Novel 
8. Consider the character of Blair from Because I'm Worth It: A Gossip Girl Novel. 
Please rate the character on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 
5 being "I completely disagree," in terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
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e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
9. Consider the character of Serena from Because I'm Worth It: A Gossip Girl 
Novel. Please rate the character on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely 
agree" and 5 being "I completely disagree," in terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
10. Consider the character of Jenny from Because I'm Worth It: A Gossip Girl Novel. 
Please rate the character on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 
5 being "I completely disagree," in terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
11. Consider the character of Vanessa from Because I'm Worth It: A Gossip Girl 
Novel. Please rate the character on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely 
agree" and 5 being "I completely disagree," in terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
Page Four -Twilight 
This page will ask you questions about characters from Twilight 
12. Consider the character of Bella from Twilight. Please rate the character on a scale 
of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 5 being "I completely disagree," in 
terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
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b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
13. Consider the character of Jessica from Twilight. Please rate the character on a 
scale of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 5 being "I completely 
disagree," in terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
14. Consider the character of Alice from Twilight. Please rate the character on a scale 
of 1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 5 being "I completely disagree," in 
terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
15. Consider the character of Rosalie Twilight. Please rate the character on a scale of 
1-5, with 1 being "I completely agree" and 5 being "I completely disagree," in 
terms of the following statements: 
a. This character is a person I would want to be friends with or hang out with 
b. This character seems like someone who would exist in real life 
c. This character seems like someone I could relate to 
d. This character seems intelligent 
e. This character seems assertive and forthright 
f. This character seems like a good role model for young women 
g. This character seems like someone who would be popular 
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Appendix I 
Quotes on the Books for the Final Meeting 
The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 
While the novel overtly signals the power and positivity of girl-girl bonds, this is 
underpinned by a call for sameness, one that rejects the importance of cultural specifics, 
and serves, in the end, to promote patriarchy. 
Gossip Girl 
Gossip Girl .. . replaces girls' old-fashioned need for male love and tenderness ... with ... 
shopping and brand names. Notoriously set in an Upper East Side girls school that seems 
to combine elements ofNightingale-Bamford with those of a women's correctional 
facility after lights-out, the book gives us a cast of young girls whose desire for luxury 
goods (from Kate Spade purses to Ivy League-college admissions) is so nakedly hollow 
that the displacement of their true needs is pathetic. 
Twilight 1 
Bella is an old-fashioned heroine: bookish, smart, brave, considerate of others' emotions, 
and naturally competent in the domestic arts (she immediately takes over the grocery 
shopping and cooking in her father's household, and there are countless, weirdly 
compelling accounts of her putting dinner together). 
Twilight 2 
Maybe it's difficult for Edward to see Bella as an equal because Bella has almost no 
personality ... Bella is a blank slate, with few thoughts or actions that don't center on 
Edward. Outside of him and occasional outings with werewolf Jacob, Bella doesn't do 
anything more than go to school, cook and clean for her dad, write to her mother, read 
and romanticize over Victorian literature and find fault with her clothing. She has no 
other interests, no goals, few friends: Bella does nothing that suggests she is a person in 
her own right. If Meyer hopes that readers see themselves as Bella, what is it she is 
suggests to them about the significance of their own lives? 
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